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ABSTRACT
CHILDREN’S PERCEPTIONS OF INTERETHNIC/INTERRACIAL FRIENDSHIPS
IN A MULTIETHNIC SCHOOL CONTEXT

CINZIA PICA, B.A., THE COLLEGE OF SAINT ROSE
M.S.Ed., THE COLLEGE OF SAINT ROSE
Ed.M., HARVARD UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Directed by Professor J. Kevin Nugent

This cross-sectional, mixed-methods study investigated the development of children’s
perceptions of interethnic and interracial friendships by employing the Perceptions of
Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire, a measure designed for this study. A total of 103
children (53 Kindergarten and first graders and 50 fourth and fifth graders) attending one,
ethnically/racially-diverse, urban, elementary school in a middle-sized Northeastern city,
were interviewed employing the questionnaire. In addition, a sub sample of 17 children
(7 Kindergarten and first graders and 10 fourth and fifth graders) were interviewed
employing a lengthier semi-structured interview format. Results indicate that K/lst and
4 /5th graders’ differ significantly in their perceptions of intergroup friendships with
younger children holding more positive perceptions than older children. African
American children demonstrated more positive perceptions of intergroup friendships than
European American children. Younger children and girls also held more positive
perceptions of intragroup friendships than older children and boys. Children involved in
intergroup friendships attributed lower levels of these relationships in the higher grades to
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prejudice and incidents of racist behavior in the school, along with fewer opportunities to
interact with children of different ethnicities/race both within and outside of the school
context. Children involved in exclusively intragroup relationships attributed lower levels
of intergroup friendships to a normative developmental pattern through which children
become increasingly more selective and include only “similar” peers in friendships
circles. These differing perspectives are based in children’s own racial attitudes and
experiences of prejudice. Lastly, children shared their perspectives on how intergroup
friendships could be better-supported in schools.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem
Cultural competence and the ability to establish and maintain meaningful
relationships with children of diverse groups are necessary to the healthy socialemotional development of children in an increasingly multicultural society.
Paradoxically in this increasingly multicultural world, where global migration
patterns have ethnically diversified most of our globe, an increase in racial/ethnic,
cultural, and religious prejudice is palpable. In the United States, “white flight”, a
phenomenon by which European-American families flee the urban centers
(increasingly populated by ethnic minorities) to settle in neighboring mostly-white
suburbs, and the de-facto racial and class segregation of U.S. public schools (see
Clotfelter, 2001; Crowder, 2000; Orfield, 2001, for example) are proof that our
society is still deeply affected and divided by racism, classism, and prejudice. After
more than fifty years since Brown v. Board of Education and supposed integration,
our society, informed by its dominant’s white-group culture, remains uncomfortable
in its diversity.
In this context of social and economic inequities, children’s capacities to
create meaningful close friendships across ethnic/racial, class, and religious lines,
must be investigated and supported by researchers and practitioners alike. Friendships
are salient and crucial for children’s healthy development (Dunn, 2004) and a lack of
these bonds has been associated with negative outcomes such as loneliness, isolation,
and anxiety (Crick & Ladd, 1993). Intergroup friendships in childhood have been
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shown to positively affect human development in a myriad ways. These relationships
have been identified as significant predictors of positive intergroup attitudes both in
children and adults (Aboud & Levy, 2000; Ellison & Powers, 1994; Pettigrew, 1997a;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000) and, thus, merit attention. Unfortunately, though very
important in the field of child development, these friendships have not been amply
studied, resulting in a scarcity of research on the topic. Prominent researchers have
noted this paucity and have emphasized the necessity to study intergroup friendships
in children (Quintana et al, 2006; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).
Purpose of the Study
In a Special Issue on race, ethnicity, and culture of Child Development,
Margaret Beale Spencer (2006) reflects on this area of research in child development
and concludes that though progress has been made, significant work remains to be
done. Specifically, she underscores the importance of studying the “person—
process—context” of child development and notes the necessity to move from “a
static analysis that narrowly considers the ‘what’ of development to a more processoriented and prevention/intervention-linked analysis that also explores the ‘how’” (p.
1155). This emerging consensus on the necessity to move towards a study of the
mechanisms involved in intergroup friendship formation is being voiced by many
researchers including those that have contributed to our current knowledge of the
factors that are important determinants of these friendships (Moody, 2001).
With its mixed-methods, cross-sectional design, this dissertation investigates
children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial friendships fully intending to
elucidate both the “what” and the “how” of these relationships’ formation and
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maintenance. In addition, this dissertation study investigates how children make
meaning and understand these relationships and their development. Hence, the study
adds to the growing body of literature on intergroup friendships in school-aged
children.
Specifically, this study employed the Perceptions of Intergroup Friendships
Questionnaire, a measure designed by this researcher. The questionnaire employs a
picture-test technique to obtain data on children s perceptions of intergruop and
intragroup friendships, the dependent variables. The independent variables studied
were grade (Kindergarten/first grade group and fourth/fifth grade gruop),
race/ethnicity (Black/African American and White/European American), and gender
(girls and boys). 108 children in an urban multiethnic school were asked to rate the
friendship levels of friends (intergroup or intragroup dyads depicted
photographically) on a four-point Likert scale. These data provide important
understanding on the developmental trajectories of these friendships as well as the
factors that contribute to them. The “what” of these friendships is evident in the
findings derived from this quantitative design and analyses.
In addition, a sub-sample comprised of 17 children participated in more indepth, semi-structured interviews to capture how children interpret these friendships.
Interviews intended to gamer data on the possible mechanisms and processes
involved in the formation and maintenance of intergroup friendships. These data
resulted in important findings on “how” the significant factors identified in the
quantitative section of the study are meaningful, and “how” they unfold in the
developmental process of intergroup friendship formation and growth. In addition,
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children shed light on other important factors and mechanisms (identified in previous
research and literature) to consider in the study of this phenomenon. Children’s
narratives provided and informed a complex understanding of this topic of study.
Organization of the Study
The written report on this research study is organized into five chapters. The
first chapter serves as an introduction to the study and is meant to convey the
scholarly and practical implications of this topic that are both socially and historically
relevant. The second chapter proposes important areas of study related to intergroup
friendships and provides a theoretical framework for the phenomenon under study.
The chapter also includes a review of the literature that informs the study of
interethnic/interracial friendships. Studies reviewed include those on individual and
contextual factors that have been found to affect intergroup friendships, studies on
intergroup contact and prejudice reduction, and mechanisms and developmental
phenomena such as ethnic/racial identity formation and racial biases that ameliorate
or mitigate these intergroup relationships. The third chapter of this study delineates
the research methodology. The chapter provides information regarding the site of the
study, participants, measures employed, and analyses used. Results of this study are
outlined in chapter four. Both descriptive and inferential statistics along with themes
from the qualitative results are revealed. Finally, chapter five provides a discussion of
these findings. This writer synthesizes the important findings, draws conclusions
based on this work, addresses the limitations of this study, raises questions that
emerged during the analysis of this work, and identifies directions for future research.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Theoretical Framework
The study of interethnic/interracial friendships must be couched in a theoretical
framework that is interdisciplinary and encompasses differing perspectives on the topic.
Though the scope of this chapter does not allow for a thorough discussion of each of the
many theoretical lenses that have informed study on this topic, it is important to note
those that contribute to the understanding of these friendships. Each of the perspectives
described below have been critiqued; yet, together, they may inform a nascent more
complex conceptualization of the dynamic developmental process of intergroup
friendship formation and growth. Indeed, in the field of psychology alone, social
psychologists, who have studied and advanced theories of prejudice, racial attitudes,
and intergroup relationships, informed by sociology, have been criticized for not
adopting a developmental perspective (Killen & McKown, 2005). Yet, developmental
psychologists are criticized for studying the “normative” child (a white, middle-class
child), and for not adopting a socio-cultural perspective that contextualizes the child in
complex system of multiple cultures (Spencer, 2006). What follows is a brief discussion
of the concept of race/ethnicity, race awareness in children, racial and ethnic identity
development, the development of prejudice and racial bias, integroup contact theory,
and key aspects of friendship theory that are relevant to the topic of intergroup
friendships.
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Ethnicity and “Race” and the Use of Interethnic/Interracial Friendship Labels
While ethnicity is a social construct based in cultural group affiliation, which
includes language, social practices, beliefs and values, race and racial categories
constitute a socially-constructed mode of classification, which perpetuate social
hierarchies, and have no inherent meaning beyond the meaning assigned to them by a
societal group (American Anthropological Association, 1998). These categories have no
basis in biology and genetics. Advances in the fields of biology, genetics, and population
genetics have refuted notions that human beings are divided into clearly demarcated
groups based on genetic traits such as skin color, hair texture, or particular physiognomic
features (Smedley & Smedley, 2005). Nevertheless, though race is a social construction,
it significantly impacts the experience and development of human beings. Children,
adolescents, and adults will be perceived, understood, and reacted to based on societal
notions and stereotypes regarding racial group affiliation (Garcia Coll & Magnuson,
2000; Quintana et. al., 2006;). Although race is a social construction it contributes to a
lived experience in which children are either privileged and do not experience racial
discrimination (white children) or may experience discrimination and racism (children of
color). Developing in the context of either privilege or discrimination and racism create
very different psychological environments for children that must be further studied and
understood (Spencer, 2005) as these differences affect children’s developmental
trajectories and outcomes (Garcia Coll & Magnuson, 2000). Indeed, it was this
recognition that children develop in different physical and psychological contexts due to
racism that led eminent scholars such as Kenneth Clark and Gordon Allport to begin the
study of how race and racism, in particular, affect a child’s development. This work.
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which began in the 1930s, has forever-changed the landscape and the study of
psychology and sociology (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2005).
For this reason, in this study this writer investigates children’s understanding of
interracial as well as interethnic friendships while acknowledging that inter-racial

friendships are relationships that are socially-constructed conceptualizations of
friendships between children of differing ethnic and cultural backgrounds.
It is important to note that when children spoke about these friendships, they often
used ethnic and racial labels interchangeably and erroneously; for example, they referred
to classmates as “Spanish” (meaning Latino/a), “Black,” or “White” when asked about
children of different cultural backgrounds, confusing ethnic and racial labels. They used
ethnic labels such as “Pakistani’ when asked about race. Though this researcher
understands that children often used ethnic and racial labels incorrectly, these labels have
not been corrected in this paper as this writer wanted children’s voices to be authentic
and reflect both their struggles and developmental understanding of ethnicity and race.

The Development of Race Awareness
The study of the development of race awareness in children, racial/ethnic
identity development in adolescence, and ethnic/racial identity in adults is extensive.
A plethora of research is available on the important ways in which humans learn to
understand themselves in relation to ethnic/racial group membership. In a review of
this research, Ramsey (2004) explains that research on this area of development may
be divided into three categories:
First, developmental psychologists, often using a Piagetian frame of reference,
have studied how children ages (2-10) become aware of race and ethnicity and
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begin to identify themselves as members of their particular group. Second, other
researchers, expanding on Erikson’s theory of identity formation have articulated
stages of ethnic identify formation that occur during adolescence. Finally, social
psychologists and sociologists have studied ethnic identity in adult populations
and how it is affected by contact with other groups (p. 74).
In order to address the topic of children’s intergroup friendships, the development of
race awareness and ethnic/racial identity formation will be discussed in the following
two sections of this chapter.
Race/Ethnicity Awareness in Children
From Clark and Clark’s (1939) seminal work on the emergence of “racial
identification” to social-cognitive theories exploring children’s perceptions of “social
categories” (Aboud; 1988; Aboud & Doyle, 1993; Kohlberg, 1969) to contemporary
inquiries into the processes by which children acquire a racial/ethnic understanding of
self (Ruble, Alvarez, Bachman, Cameron, Fuligni, & Garcia Coll, 2004; Rutland,
Cameron, Bennett, & Ferrell 2005), psychologists have been interested in
understanding when and through which mechanisms children gamer an understanding
of themselves as members of a particular racial/ethnic group in a larger multicultural
context.
As stated earlier the most prominent theory on racial/ethnic awareness
development is proposed by cognitive-developmental psychologists. For them,
racial/ethnic awareness in children is the culmination of a predictable and linear
cognitive-developmental stage process, which includes the acquisition of race
awareness, self-identification, and racial constancy. According to cognitive
developmental theorists, children acquire these milestones as they move through
Piaget’s (1952) stages of development. Before age three, children have neither race
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awareness, nor self-identification, or racial constancy. As they reach the
preoperational stage at approximately age four, they are beginning to gain first race
awareness and then self-identification. It is not until they are concrete operational
thinkers between the ages of seven and eleven that they understand that race/ethnicity
is a constant and stable feature of their person; this stage requires the cognitive
capacity to conserve properties i.e. race/ethnicity. At the formal operational stage of
cognitive development and as adolescence begins, adolescents begin to make
meaning of their racial/ethnic identity.
The study of racial and ethnic awareness as it is proposed in the cognitive
developmental tradition investigates a child’s understanding of socially constructed
race/ethnic categories. Simply, studies on race and ethnic awareness in children chart
the developmental trajectory of the recognition and understanding of these social
categories but do not study the meanings attributed to them by the children at the
different ages.
Awareness
Though children possess gender awareness and can accurately self-identify
their gender by the age of two years, race awareness and self-identification do not
appear until approximately two years later (see Ocampo et al. 1993 for review). In
order to scientifically inquire whether or not children understood the meaning of an
ethnic label, Clark & Clark (1947) created a simple assessment procedure: after
showing children pictures or dolls of children of different ethnicities, the researchers
asked the children to point to the picture of a child of a particular ethnicity to discern
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the interviewed child’s recognition of ethnic categories. Thus, Aboud (1988) explains
that, at the most basic level,
awareness refers to a conscious recognition of ethnicity in individuals
and
groups ... If a North American child can point correctly to a person or photo
when given the labels Black, American Indian, Chinese, or White, we say he
or she possesses a form of ethnic awareness, namely ethnic/racial
identification or recognition . . . labeling indicates a basic form of perceptual
ethnic awareness (p. 6).
Later in cognitive development when children are able to categorize and generalize,
their awareness is considered more sophisticated than the perceptual awareness
described above (see Aboud, 1988, Ocampo et al.,1993, Ruble et al. 2004, for
review). Aboud and Doyle (1993) found that at age three, children did not
demonstrate race awareness, could not correctly self-identify, and had not achieved
constancy. Yet, by the age of four, children could accurately identify themselves and
others in racial/ethnic terms.
Self-Identification
Self-identification is achieved when a child can identify himself or herself as a
member of a particular group using both perceptual cues and cognitive processes such
as identification, categorization, and generalization. In a now famous 1939
experiment Clark and Clark showed 150 African-American three to five-year-old
children from a segregated preschool, pictures of a “Colored boy”, a “White boy”, a
lion, a dog, a hen, and a clown and asked them “Show me which one is you”. Though
the majority of three-year-old children could not accurately identify the picture of the
“Colored boy” as the one which most closely resembled themselves, the majority of
four-year-old children could accurately do so. Thus, Clark and Clark concluded that
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racial self-identification was a developmental phenomenon occurring in the period
between three and four years of age.
Another important aspect of self-identification is the recognition of how one is
similar and dissimilar from other persons “inside” and “outside” one’s own
racial/ethnic group (Aboud 1988). When children are self-identifying they are using a
number of perceptual cues or symbols to do so. In the example of Clark and Clark’s
experiments children were being asked to identify which children were like
themselves, and they employed phenotypic cues of similarity versus dissimilarity to
self-identify. As one may expect given this theory’s cognitive-developmental
foundation, it is not until children acquire more logical and abstract cognitive
capacities that they are able to self-identify based on more than skin color, hair
texture, and other perceptual cues.
Children appear to possess a capacity to self-identify and to identify others
into racial/ethnic groups. In addition, the fact that they discern similarity/dissimilarity
between self and others, measured by asking children to compare children from
several ethnic groups by using a similarity/dissimilarity interval scale, has been amply
studied (Aboud & Christian, 1979; Aboud & Mitchell, 1977). Clark and Clark’s
(1939) early findings that race awareness and self identification in children are not
present at age three but are generally acquired by age four have been confirmed
through picture-test techniques (see Aboud ,1988; Ocampo, Bernal & Knight, 1993;
Ruble et al., 2004, for review).
Holmes (1995), on the other hand, conducted an ethnographic study of how
young children perceive race. She employed non-participant observation and
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interviewing to conduct her study of Kindergarteners (n = 120). She concluded that
the children in her sample employed a dualistic structure to organize their world:
“boy/girl, Black/White, are friends/are not friends, big/little, grown-ups/kids,
good/bad” (p. 35-40). These categories helped them to make meaning of their world.
She observed that contrary to Piagetian thought and theory, the children in her sample
were able to categorize at an earlier age than Piaget had observed.
They placed people into different categories primarily on the basis of skin
color and the native language that an individual spoke. In short, they classified
people according to how they looked and how they behaved . . . [they] relied
on the color terms white, brown, and black and ethnic terms, such as Japanese
and Spanish, to categorize and distinguish groups of people (p. 41).
Several research studies demonstrate that children are able to categorize and
classify by race/ethnicity earlier than Piaget posited (Aboud & Christian, 1979;
Aboud & Mitchell, 1977; and Holmes, 1995). This may be due to the saliency and
relevance of this categorization task versus experiments employing de-contextualized
exercises.
Racial Constancy
Hughes (1997) explains that in the psychological literature constancy is
understood in terms of two features: continuity or “immutability over the life course”
and consistency or “immutability over superficial transformations” (p. 119).
Similarly, Ruble et al. (2004) delineate three components of racial constancy: 1)
identification of one's own ethnic group membership; 2) the understanding of the
stability of this membership; 3) the understanding that one’s ethnic group

membership is consistent despite possible changes in superficial appearance. Thus, a
child is said to have racial constancy when she/he identifies with a racial/ethnic group
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and understands that her/his membership to this group is continuous over time i.e. “I
will be Black/African-American my entire life”, and consistent despite superficial
changes in clothing, make-up, etc., i.e., “I am White/Italian even though I have on
traditional East Indian dress”. A preponderance of research literature suggests that
children do not achieve racial/ethnic constancy until approximately seven to eight
years of age (Aboud, 1988; Ocampo, Bernal & Knight, 1993; Ruble et al., 2004).
Aboud (1988) explains that racial constancy has been tested and determined in
children by asking children to participate in picture tests in which a child is shown a
photograph of a particular child (for example, a black child). The researcher then asks
the child a question such as “if I were to color this child’s skin white, would he
become a White boy?’ Employing these methods, cognitive developmental
researchers have found that it is not until approximately age seven or eight that
children understand that changing a superficial quality of a person does not change
the category that the person belongs to. As one may note these methods are based on
Piagetian methods to test “conservation” (1952).
However, Holmes’ (1995) findings challenge the validity of cognitive
developmental methods such as these. In her study, when children were interviewed
using their own drawings or employing unstructured interviews, they were able to
explain that their color and racial/ethnic membership was permanent. Again, racial
constancy and the concept of conservation in the context of a salient issue such as
ethnic/racial identity may contribute to an earlier capacity to conserve.
Because cognitive developmental theories of how children acquire an
awareness of race/ethnicity are based on a cognitive-developmental theoretical
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framework of child development, they focus on the development and psychology of
the individual child based on advances in cognitive abilities/stages; cognitive
developmental theorists de-contextualize and divorce this development from the
socio-cultural influences in the environment of the child. Furthermore, cognitivedevelopmental theories “universalize” this process or ethnic and race awareness.
Cognitive-developmental stage theory is criticized for little attention to social
and cultural influences (see Rogoff & Chavajay, 1995). Socio-cognitive theories of
race awareness have been contested for their lack of attention to socio-cultural and
political context. Hirschfield (1995) contends that psychologists err when they study
race (and race awareness in children) as a product and consequence childrens’
cognitive capacities to “group similar things together.” This is an important critique
to note as ethnicity and race seem to be as salient as gender in children’s developing
concept of self. Ethnic and race awareness precede and create a foundation for a
social identity based on ethnicity and race.

Ethnic/Racial Identity
Though the terms racial identity and ethnic identity are often combined and/or
used interchangeably, it is important to note that these two concepts are separate and
distinct. Alipuria (2002) demonstrated how “racial” and “ethnic” identities may
intersect but are clearly demarcated concepts. A racial identity is predicated on one’s
“race” and the way that persons and institutions in one’s social context react to and
perceive that “race”; “racial” identity is based on one’s physical appearance and on
this socially-constructed dimension informed by prejudice and racism. On the other
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hand, ethnic identity is constructed on the cultural foundations of one’s heritage
group; an ethnic identity is based on one’s group’s values, beliefs, and social
practices.
To date the development of ethnic and racial identities has been a highly
contested area of study. Psychologists have proposed a stage theory of ethnic identity
(Phinney, 1990); however, a vociferous critique has been advanced by socio-cultural
scholars who contend that identity is too fluid and actively-constructed to fit into a
stage-like paradigm (Rattansi & Phoenix, 1997). This brief section highlights both the
psychological and socio-cultural frameworks on ethnic and racial identity as this
phenomenon is closely related to the topic of this dissertation study.
Based on an Erikson’s theory of identity formation, Phinney (1990) began to
study how adolescents explore, define, and finally commit to a specific ethnic
identity. Phinney (1989; 1993) maintains that adolescents go through the stages of
unexamined ethnic identity, ethnic identity search, and achieved ethnic identity. Her

studies revealed developmental trajectories with outcome-identities much like those
proposed by Marcia (1966). In the context of their racial/ethnic identities, adolescents
may exhibit a foreclosed identity, a moratorium, a diffused identity, or a securely
established sense of belonging/identifying with a particular ethnic group (Phinney et
al. 1997; Phinney & Kohatsu, 1997). At this point it is important to note that
researchers in the field of racial/ethnic identity have studied this developmental
phenomenon as a function of adolescent’s identity development and typically
occurring in adolescents of high school age.
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On the other hand, racial/ethnic identity may be a function of a much more
complex process that begins in childhood. Socio-cultural scholars, for example,
understand identity to be fluid and active (Rattansi & Phoenix, 1997) and do not
believe it can be easily charted and explained in the linear psychological model.
Steinitz and Solomon (1989) explain that “young people draw conclusions about
what sort of people they are, what society has in store for them, and what they can
therefore hope for” (p. 135) by developing and interacting in “sites of identity” such
as schools, for example. Thus, depending on the social-political contexts of schools,
children may begin to form “racial” or ethnic identities much earlier than explained
by the psychological literature. Another critique of ethnic identity theory is proposed
by Rattansi and Phoenix (1997), who argue that people possess many identities that
become more or less salient in different contexts. They argue that identity cannot be
“coherent” and “stable” as it is positioned in a socio-cultural-political-historical
contexts that changes. Furthermore, they note that an increase in persons who identify
as “multiracial/multiethnic” challenges static notions of ethnic/racial identity.
Finally, it is important to note that racial identity development has been
studied in adolescents and adults of color. Yet, to date white identity development has
only been explored in adults. This is problematic for several reasons. First, the notion
that racial identity is the territory of people of color implies that white persons’ “race”
is invisible; thus, making white “normative” and color/race a deviation from the
norm. Based on her extensive studies on the topic of race, race awareness, and
prejudice, Ramsey (2004) explains
For White children the process of developing positive feelings about their
group is often effortless and unconscious because being white is usually
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portrayed as the norm’ in the United States. However, fewer acquire a critical
awareness of the dominant roles of whites (p. 71).
Secondly, when researchers do not study “whiteness” in children and adolescents,
they may be neglecting an important factor that leads to differing developmental
outcomes based on white privilege ". As Spencer (2006) notes, white children’s
racial affiliation has been studied exclusively in relation to the construct of prejudice.
She argues that this focus is narrow and inadequate.

Attitudes on “Race,” Racial Bias, and Prejudice in Children
As the previous section on children s development of race awareness
elucidates, the notion that children are “color blind” is a myth and may be disputed
with a plethora of research on children’s awareness of color and race. Children have
the cognitive capacity to note and understand “racial” and ethnic differences among
children and adults. How children make meaning of “racial” differences, however, is
a highly debated and researched topic of study. The literature on racial attitudes,
racial bias, and prejudice is extensive. The scope of this section does not allow for a
review of this literature. Instead, the intent of this section is to provide a foundation
upon which to understand the literature on intergroup friendships, which is related to
children’s meaning-making of racial/ethnic differences. Therefore, this writer will
briefly outline research on the racial attitudes and prejudices of children. Together
with the research on race awareness (a cognitive process), the research on racial
attitudes (an affective response to the cognitive capacity to recognize “race”) may
explain children’s intergroup friendships—or lack thereof—(a behavioral
manifestation of racial attitudes and biases).

17

Briefly stated, research has revealed that European American/white children
hold more positive views, and are more accepting of, in-group peers than they are of
out-group peers (children of color); children of color, instead, reflect more acceptance
of out-group members (see Aboud, 1988, for review; Katz & Kofkin, 1997; Ramsey,
1991; Ramsey & Myers, 1990). Intragroup preferences among European American
children have been noted in children as young as pre-school children (Fishbein &
Imai, 1993).
Research findings differ on the developmental paths of prejudice. Cognitive
developmental psychologists argue that prejudice decreases as children become
increasingly sophisticated in their cognitive and perspective-taking capacities
(Aboud, 1988). Other social scientists, however, explain that increasingly segregated
school contexts and unequal social status among children as they develop lead to
increases in racial bias and prejudice (see Stephan & Stephan, 2004, for review). At
this point, it is important to note that the social context in which children develop has
been shown to affect children’s prejudice level with racially homogeneous contexts
contributing to higher levels of negative intergroup biases among European American
children (McGlothlin, 2005).
Intergroup Contact Theory
Gordon Allport greatly contributed to the study of psychology with his Contact
Theory (1954) in which he postulated that optimal intergroup contact, defined by a series
of specific conditions, would contribute to the reduction of prejudice. Allport
hypothesized that optimal intergroup contact would afford children and adults the
opportunity to challenge stereotypes and prejudiced thinking by allowing persons to
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acquire new learning about outgroup members. In turn, this new learning would upset
previously-help prejudiced beliefs and create the dissonance needed to change attitudes
and behavior toward outgroup members. Thus, for a child, the social experience afforded
by optimal contact would influence nascent cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes
related to outgroup members.
Allport (1954) specified four conditions that define optimal contact between
persons with differing group affiliations: equal status within the situation, common goals,
intergroup cooperation, and support of authorities, the law, and customs. Thus, contact
alone will not ameliorate group relations or generate prejudice reduction. Rather certain
conditions are necessary within the contact situation that allow persons to interact in a
manner that confers equal status among them in order to collaborate towards a common
goal that is sanctioned by the macrostructures in which the contact occurs. These
conditions will be reexamined in more detail later in this chapter as research on the
factors that affect intergroup friendships are elucidated.
Thomas Pettigrew, a contemporary contact theorist, found that intergroup
friendships are fundamental in the reduction of prejudice (1998). In an extensive study on
intergroup friendship, 3800 majority group adult Europeans from West Germany, France,
the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands were surveyed regarding their intergroup
attitudes. Respondents were also asked whether they had friends of another religion, race,
culture, or social class. Findings demonstrated that Europeans who reported having
friends of another group, scored significantly lower on prejudice measures (Pettigrew
1997a, 1997b). Influenced by findings such as these, Pettigrew proposed that “intergroup
friendships'’ be added as a necessary condition to Allport’s original contact theory. Thus,
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contemporary contact theorists view intergroup friendships as both a consequence of
optimal contact between groups and as a factor that is part of any optimal contact.
Research on collaborative learning teams will be reviewed later in this chapter.
This collaborative pedagogy has been studied by intergroup contact theorists and critical
multicultural educators as it seems to offer a context in which Allport’s conditions have
the potential to be met. This educational method has been linked to increased intergruop
contact (Zirkel, 2008, for review).

Determinants of Friendship
In order to gain a complex understanding of interracial/interethnic friendships,
it is imperative to delineate how children perceive friendship at different stages of
their development. It is equally important to understand what determinants of
friendship are central to each of the different phases of friendship. The psychological
literature on friendship is extensive. For the sake of brevity, this section examines
only a small portion of the literature on the determinants of friendships and the
developmental phases of these relationships.
When examining the factors that influence the selection of friends among
children and adolescents, it is important to outline both individual and situational
factors that affect friendship choices. Friendship theorists have outlined similarity,
reciprocity-of-liking, and proximity as the foundational determinants of friendship
selection, formation, and maintenance (Berscheid & Walster, 1983). Friendship
researchers who propose a theory of interpersonal attraction (see Newcomb, 1961)
posit that propinquity, similarity, reciprocity, and status are important determinants of
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friendship-making. As one may note, these determinants include individual and
situational factors. To gain a comprehensive understanding of the process of
friendship, it is necessary to analyze these separately as well as to note where the
individual and contextual factors intersect. Furthermore, as researchers who hold a
developmental perspective note, it is important to distinguish between the factors that
influence friendship selection throughout development, as well as understanding the
factors that influence friendship selection and friendship maintenance, which are
distinct phases of the friendship process (Fehr, 2000). For this reason, a brief
discussion of similarity, propinquity, and status will be proposed as important in the
initial stages of friendship formation, while a discussion of reciprocity will be
proposed later during an overview of a latter stage of friendship maintenance.
Similarity
Aboud and Mendelson (1996) point out that there are two general hypotheses
regarding what characteristics individuals seek in a friend: 1) individuals seek out
persons who are similar to themselves or 2) individuals look for other individuals
who have “desirable attributes” such as “particular social skills, ideal personality, and
specific temperaments” (p. 88).
The similarity-attraction hypothesis” posits that individuals are attracted into
friendships with one another by similarity (Byrne & Griffitt, 1973). These similarities
range from demographic similarities such as sex, age, race, and socioeconomic
factors, to similarities in behaviors, attitudes and values, personality, and selfconcept. These factors are particularly important in the initial stages of friendship as
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they pertain to whether and how children become attracted to one another, as well as
the characteristics necessary for the maintenance of friendships.
Aboud and Mendelson (1996) point out that demographic similarities are
more salient for younger children while similarities in values, attitudes, and behavior
are more important for adolescents. In fact, research on the developmental changes in
friendship throughout the life course points to the fact that very young children focus
on concrete similarities and reciprocities. In middle childhood, children expect to
“spend time with friends, share interests, and engage in self-disclosure”(p.89). A
focus on engaging in mutually pleasurable activities is observed. Later, in early
adolescence young persons begin to focus on intimacy and support (Buhrmester,
1990; Hartup & Stevens, 1997). These findings seem to reflect cognitive
developmental changes in childhood and adolescence (Piaget, 1952) as children move
from concrete to more abstract thinking and from a focus on self to the capacity to
take differing perspectives.
Young children are also attracted to one another by perceived similarities
based on stereotypes rather than simple cognitive processes of categorization. Some
children exhibit outgroup homogeneity or the “tendency to perceive more variability
between members of one’s own group than between members of another group”
(McGlothlin & Killen, 2005). Children who exhibit outgroup homogeneity categorize
children strictly into an “us” and “them” groups. Thus, perceived similarity on the
basis of stereotypes of demographic categories may influence young children’s
attraction to other children by organizing social behavior into strict conceptions of an
in-group and an out-group.
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This becomes problematic as interracial/interethnic friendships are a dynamic
and developmental phenomenon built upon ongoing contact and experience; thus,
little or no experience in early childhood due to stereotyped thinking may compound
and lead to further self-segregation. It is true that children’s capacity to think
abstractly, which involves qualitative shifts in perspective-taking, and a decrease in
outgroup homogeneity unfold as children mature. These qualitative shifts afford
developing children the cognitive capacity to assess similarity in values, attitudes, and
social attributes needed to cross boundaries of previously perceived dissimilarity.
However, without contact and experience in early childhood, they may not have the
social and experiential foundation upon which to create and maintain
interracial/interethnic friendships. As contact theorists would point out, the capacity
to understand similarity is influenced by optimal contact and positive social
experience with members of outgroup members (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, & Tropp,

2000).
Proximitv/Propinquitv
For children to establish and maintain friendships they must have continued
and prolonged access and contact with each other (Newcomb, 1961; Hallinan &
Williams, 1987). Proximity will also be discussed throughout this chapter and the rest
of this dissertation (study) as it pertains to a necessary condition of intergroup contact
theory (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998).
Status
Aboud and Mendelson (1996) propose that the criteria of “being liked” or “being
different” may be more “potent selection criteria” in the formation of friendships than
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similarity or perceived similarity. Blau (1964) explained that interaction between lowerstatus and higher status individuals may cause the lower status individual to be given
higher status. Thus, status is understood to be a determinant of friendship formation for
interpersonal attraction theorists in so much as lower status individuals are attracted to
higher status individuals; furthermore, friends typically share equal status. As discussed
earlier, status is an important construct for contact theorists, who would argue that
optimal intergroup contact, intergroup friendship formation, and a reduction of prejudice
in individuals could not occur without the condition of equal status (Allport, 1954;
Banks, 2006; Pettigrew, 1998).
Reciprocity
Reciprocity becomes more salient during the phase of friendship maintenance.
Thus, it is most salient beginning in middle childhood and for children in alreadyestablished relationships (Aboud & Mendelson, 1996). From a cognitive
developmental perspective, children’s friendships become (increasingly) less selfserving as children mature (see Selman, 1980 for example). With the capacity for
increasingly sophisticated perspective taking, children are capable of reciprocating
each other’s needs. Friendships become more stable and of higher quality as children
mature. Kemer and Aboud (1998) identify validation, help, affection, sensitivity and
emotional security as qualities related to the reciprocal relationship of children.

Similarity, Proximity, Status, and Reciprocity: An Ecological Systemic View
It is important to note that development is an interactional and dynamic
process. Just as individual characteristics and traits interact with environmental
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opportunities or risks to generate change over time in an individual, so, too, is the
developmental process of friendship influenced by an interaction between individual
cognitive, affective, and behavioral factors, as well as contextual factors. This
research is, therefore, informed by an ecological systems’ framework
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which understands child development as contextualized
within a complex system of interactions between the child and her environment.
Though children may focus on similarity (whether concrete and/or perceived
similarity based in demographic similarities, or more abstract based in personality and
value similarity), these similarities become more prominent with proximity and the
opportunity for contact. How are children to note their similarities in preference of
activities, personality/social traits, thinking, and values if not through contact with
one another? Thus, the social context may influence the cognitive processes of
understanding similarities. Though Piaget and Weil (1951) first thought that it was
the development of perspective-taking skills, and cognitive processes such as
reciprocity and reconciliation that affect a child’s capacity to discern similarities
despite obvious differences such as nationality and ethnicity, new research
(McGlothlin & Killen, 2005) points out that intergroup contact also impacts the
process by which children shift their perceptions of similarity and dissimilarity. In
McGlothlin and Killen’s (2005) study, children attending ethnically homogeneous
schools were more likely to exhibit outgroup homogeneity. In contrast, children in
ethnically heterogeneous school settings exhibited significantly less outgroup
homogeneity and perceptions of similarity across race/ethnicity. Furthermore, the
status of children is affected by the values of the organizations such as the schools in
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which contact between children occurs. As will be discussed later in this chapter,
there are specific school and classroom characteristics and employed-strategies that
either promote equal status among children or accentuate differential status, which, in
turn, affect both the formation of friendships as well as their quality and reciprocity.
Determinants of friendship such as similarity, proximity, reciprocity, and
status cannot be divorced from the environment in which they are experienced by
children. These determinants must be understood in context and in how they affect
and confound each other. Cognitive-developmentalists state that demographic
similarities become less salient as children develop while similarities of attitudes and
values become more important (Aboud & Mendelson, 1996). Some cognitivedevelopmental research on prejudice also argues that prejudice decreases as children
mature and gain perspective-taking skills and more sophisticated cognitive capacities
(Aboud, 1988). Yet, interethnic/interracial friendships decrease as children grow
older (Aboud et al. 2003; Howes & Wu, 1990; Clark & Ayers, 1992; Graham &
Cohen, 1997; Graham et al., 1998; Shrum et al., 1988; Singleton & Asher, 1979).
Hence, something more than individual cognitive advances must be influencing
children’s perceptions of intragroup and intergroup relationships. Contact or
propinquity, the experience of equal status, as well as reciprocity do influence
children's perceptions of similarity. Furthermore, advances in children’cognitive
processing abilities and their ability to note similarity beyond demographic similarity
will not positively impact their intergroup friendship choices without the opportunity
and experiences afforded by early optimal intergroup contact and friendships.

26

Research and Literature on Intergroup Friendships
After examining some of important theoretical concepts and frameworks, this
next section will review the research on intergroup friendships. The section will discuss
the benefits of these friendships as well as their prevalence. Individual and contextual
factors that have been associated with and affect these relationships will be identified and
discussed. The available research on the quality of these bonds will be presented. Finally,
methodological considerations and limitations of this area of research will be outlined
and discussed.

Benefits of Interethnic/Interracial Friendships
The relationship between interracial/interethnic friendships and cultural
competence is significant. It is familiarity and increased intimacy with out-group
members, which promotes positive cognitive, affective, and behavioral responses
between intergroup members. Scales and Leffert (1999) describe “cultural
competence” as “knowledge and comfort with people of different cultural/racial/ethnic
backgrounds” (p. 174). Interethnic/interracial friendships as mutual and intimate
relationships may promote cultural competence, a decrease in prejudice, and improved
racial attitudes, because these relationships allow children and adolescents to form
their own ideas of out-group members, which, in turn, help to de-construct stereotypes
present in the societal context in which children develop (Flallinan & Texeira, 1987b).
In a study on the relationship between fourth grade children’s interracial
friendships, which extend outside of school, and their psychosocial well being,
Fletcher et al. (2004) found that children whose interracial friendships extended
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outside of school, were found to have higher levels of social competence and self¬
esteem as measured by a standardized measure of social competence, the Psychosocial
Maturity Inventory, and a measure of global self-esteem.
Hunter and Elias (1999) found that fifth grade girls with at least one
reciprocated high quality interracial friendship were more socially skilled, rated higher
on a sociability measure, participated in more diverse social networks, and
demonstrated more leadership characteristics than children with no interracial
friendships. In another study of fourth through sixth grade children (Lease & Blake,
2005), reciprocated interracial friendships of majority-race children (either African
American or European American depending on the school sampled) were found to
affect behavioral, social, and affective domains. Majority-race friends with a minorityrace friend were compared to majority-race friends without a cross-race friend and
found to be more prosocial and socially satisfied.
In a large study of 889 White and 437 Black middle school students Damico et
al. (1981) asked the students to answer the following question: “Think of your friends
here at school. How many of your friends are of a different race?”(p. 389). They asked
children to respond using a five point likert-scale from “almost all of my friends” to
“almost none of my friends”. They found that white children who reported even
“some” interracial friendships held more positive perceptions of African American
children than children who reported “almost none” on a measure that assessed racial
attitudes.
Studies of interethnic/interracial friendships have also elucidated positive
outcomes in academic achievement as well as the socio-cultural domains discussed
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above. In a study employing a large national sample, Hallinan and Williams (1990)
found that both African American and European American high school students, who
reported enjoying an interracial/interethnic friendship, demonstrated higher
educational aspirations and achievement than students without interethnic/interracial
friends.

Prevalence of Interethnic/Interracial Friendships
Though we live in an increasingly multicultural society and have experienced an
increase in intergroup contact in the past half-century, interracial and interethnic child
and adolescent friendships have remained rare. From the 1970s to the present, research
elucidates that school children have significantly fewer cross-race friendships than
same-race friendships (Aboud et al., 2003; Braha & Rutter, 1980; Graham & Cohen,
1997; Graham et al., 1998; Hallinan & Smith, 1985; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987a;
Joyner & Kao, 2000; Singleton & Asher, 1979). Children begin to show a preference
for same-race friends in preschool (Fishbein, 1996; Fishbein & Imai, 1993; Rutland et
al., 2005) and same-race friendships increase while cross-race friendships decrease as
children develop (Aboud et al. 2003; Howes & Wu, 1990; Clark & Ayers, 1992;
Graham & Cohen, 1997; Graham et al., 1998; Shrum et al., 1988; Singleton & Asher,
1979). White majority children in Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States
have fewer cross-race friendships than children of color (Aboud et al., 2003; Clark &
Ayers, 1992; Hallinan & Smith, 1985; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987b; Howes & Wu,
1990; Kao & Joyner, 2004; Singleton & Asher, 1979). Furthermore, race interacted
with gender in several studies: for example, Fishbein and Imai (1993), Graham and
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Cohen (1997), and Graham et al. (1998) found that both European-American girls and
African-American boys in the United States had fewer cross-race friends than AfricanAmerican girls and European-American boys.
For studies that reported percentages of cross-race friendships in their sample,
numbers were as low as 13% for European-American children and 18% for AfricanAmerican children in 1987 (Hallinan & Texeira, 1987b), and, surprisingly, not much
different in the year 2000. In fact, percentages were even lower for EuropeanAmerican children (10%) and only slightly higher for African-American children at
20% (Joyner & Kao, 2000).
Notable exceptions in the reporting of the prevalence of cross-race friendships
(Dubois & Hirsch, 1990; Fletcher et al., 2004; Sigelman & Welch, 1993) indicate high
levels of these friendships among children and adolescents. However, it is worth
noting that while studies which reported low levels of cross-race friendships employed
nomination techniques, asking children to report on their “best friend” choices, these
three studies either asked friends to report on their cross-race “friend” choices (Dubois
& Hirsch, 1990; Sigelman & Welch, 1993) or identified members of social networks
by asking children to identify children who “hang around together” (Fletcher et al.,
2004). Furthermore, sampling procedures differ significantly. In Dubois’ and Hirsch’s
(1990) study, for example, the school from which the sample was drawn was 25%
Black and 75% White. Thus, high levels of cross-race friends among African
American children may have been influenced by little access to same-race peers and
more access to cross-race peers. These differing definitions of friendship and
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companionship along with sampling differences constitute methodological limitations,
which account for the notable discrepancies.
Though conclusions on the prevalence of interracial/interethnic friendships
differ depending on different methodological and sampling procedures, the
preponderance of research points to the fact that interethnic/interracial friendships are
rare.

Individual Factors Contributing to Interracial/Interethnic Friendships
Research on interethnic and interracial friendships points to the fact that there
are age, gender, and racial/ethnic differences in children who make interracial
friendships. In addition, individual factors such as level of empathy, moral reasoning,
and racial attitudes affect children’s choices to create intergroup friendships. Finally,
children who have intergroup friends are described as possessing good listening
skills, friendlier attitudes, and are more popular among their peers.
Gender differences have been noted in intergroup friendships. Overall, girls
seem to have fewer interracial friendships than boys (Graham et al., 1998; Hallinan &
Texeira, 1987a). Authors have posited that girls enjoy more intimate relationships
while boys prefer action and game-oriented friendships requiring less intimacy
(Aboud & Mendelson, 1996). Thus, interracial differences by gender have been
explained by the fact that boys, who focus on team and game activities governed by
rules and regulations, require less communication and intimacy and are, therefore,
less discriminating in their friendship choices across racial/ethnic lines. Girls, on the
other hand, engage in highly communicative activities requiring intimacy. Intimacy
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has been shown to be the only friendship quality which is rated as significantly
different between same-race and cross-race friendship dyads (Aboud et al., 2003).
Racial differences are also noted in the research. Overall, African American
children have more cross-race friends than European American children (Clark &
Ayers, 1992; Graham et al., 1998; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987a, 1987b). There was an
interaction between race, gender, and age, with African American boys and European
American girls showing fewer interracial friendship formations as they grow older.
Studies show that European American girls show the highest levels of racial/ethnic
prejudice (Doyle & Aboud, 1995); this could account for their low levels of
interracial friendships. Moody (2001) explains that for African American pre¬
adolescent and adolescent boys, who increasingly experience incidents of racial
discrimination and are forming a racial identity, the choice of same-race male friends
may be indicative of their need to be intimate with other boys, who may be living
through similar life experiences. In other words, a cross-race friend may not be able
to provide the necessary comfort and understanding on issues of discrimination.
These differences in the reasons why children may not engage in interracial
friendships require further study. For the sake of brevity, this writer will not explore
this potential strain of research. It is worth noting, however, that as studies on
interracial friendships begin to explore the individual mechanisms which affect these
relationships, researchers such as Frances Aboud (2003) have begun to analyze and
separate in-group favoritism from out-group prejudice.
In addition to the above-mentioned demographic factors, individual traits and
skills are closely linked to creating and maintaining intergroup friendships. In two
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studies conducted with 150 and 123 Anglo-Australian children ages five to twelve,
Nesdale et al. (2005) were able to demonstrate that “liking” measured on a scale from
1 (I don’t like them allot) to 5 (I like them allot) for Pacific Islander Australian
children was significantly linked to levels of empathy. In fact, liking for ethnically
different outgroup children by Anglo children increased as their empathy increased.
Ethnic outgroup prejudice decreased as empathy increased. The authors posit that
empathic children may be more sensitive towards children of different ethnic groups,
who are the victims of prejudice. They may possess sensitivities which positively
affect their ethnic/racial attitudes and subsequent friendships with outgroup members.
Though the authors themselves are justly cautious of any speculative conclusion, as
empathy is linked to “liking” of ethnic outgroup children, it may also positively affect
interethnic/interracial friendship formation and maintenance as positive racial
attitudes are correlated with interethnic friendship (Aboud, 2003; Aboud et al., 2003).
In a study on children’s moral judgments and interracial friendships, Killen et
al., (2002) investigated European American children’s beliefs about whether it was
acceptable to exclude a peer based on ethnicity. They found that European American
children answering a general question about fairness believed that it was not just to
exclude a peer based on the fact that the peer was an African American. However,
given scenarios regarding exclusion from a friendship or exclusion from an activity or
club, children reported that excluding a peer from a friendship was a “personal
choice” even if the peer was being excluded because of ethnicity. As a follow-up to
this study, Killen, Crystal, and Ruck (2004) interviewed fourth through seventh grade
children and seventh through tenth grade children attending both racially/ethnically
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heterogeneous and homogeneous schools regarding their moral evaluations of either a
friendship formation or exclusion of a cross-race peer using three different scenarios
pertaining to school, home, and an extracurricular activity setting. They also
interviewed children to learn about the children’s experiences and perceptions of
racial discrimination. The researchers recorded whether children focused on race
consideration in the exclusion scenarios or on personal non-race considerations such
as dissimilar interests and activities. Their results revealed two significant findings.
First, children who did not believe that gender and racial discrimination exist were
more likely to understand the exclusion of a cross-race peer as a personal decision
rather than based on moral grounds. In other words, children who excluded based on
personal reasons (social-conventional reasoning) made statements regarding their
personal freedom to include or exclude whomever they wanted. On the other hand,
children who used moral reasoning made general comments about the unfairness of
exclusion. Secondly, the authors found that children of all races/ethnicities, who
attended racially and ethnically diverse schools, were more likely to use moral
reasoning and to consider exclusion to be racially motivated than majority students,
who attended a racially/ethnically homogeneous school. These studies are very
important as they establish a foundation for future studies regarding the relationship
between children’s moral reasoning and their decisions to enter into
interethnic/interracial friendships. In addition, Killen et al.’s (2004) and McGlothlin
and Killen’s (2006) studies suggests that experience and contact with outgroup peers
influences the development of moral reasoning and decision-making about exclusion
and inclusion of outgroup peers into a friendship dyad or group.
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Children with interracial friendships demonstrate low ethnic and racial
prejudice and positive outgroup racial attitudes (Aboud, 1988; Aboud et al. 2003).
Conversely, children with higher prejudice scores report having higher cross-race
“non friends” (Aboud et al. 2003).
Lastly, majority children (regardless of ethnicity) that participate in interethnic
or interracial friendships are rated as more popular and “smarter” than those children
who did not participate in interethnic friendships. Furthermore they are described as
“good listeners” and of having “leadership qualities” by their peers (Lease & Blake,
2005). In addition, friendlier students have more interethnic/interracial friendships
than children who are not as friendly (measured by a sociometric nomination
technique) (Hallinan & Texeira, 1987b).

Contextual Factors Contributing to Interracial/Interethnic Friendships
Research points to the fact that contextual factors affect children’s
development and friendships. Children living in ethnically diverse communities as
young as five to six years of age understand which groups have greater status than
others. In addition they are aware of the fact that members of the dominant group
enjoy more financial privileges than other group members (Griffiths, 2004 cited in
Nesdale et al, 2005). This social sensitivity and accurate cultural perceptiveness
comes from a child’s interaction with the environment. A child’s environment, from
her immediate home, to the infrastructures within the child’s community, such as
schools and community centers, provide an abundance of relationships and
interactions with important adults and peers. These relationships and the interactions
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they provide interrelate with the child’s developing thinking, feeling, and being to
continuously shape the development of the child. In turn, the child as a developing
being impacts upon those persons and the environment itself. In the case of
interethnic friendships, it may be that children with specific temperamental traits,
qualities, attitudes, and beliefs interface with adults and children in their homes,
schools, and communities and are affected by these adults’ and peers’ views,
attitudes, beliefs, as well as the opportunities for contact with ethnically-diverse
peers, which they may or may not provide. Conversely, the child’s participation in
interethnic/interracial friendships may influence her siblings, parents, peers, and the
school and community systems in which they are contextualized. Thus, the process of
interracial friendships may be an interactional process between children and their
contexts in all of the spheres in which these friendships may occur. This section will
examine the social contexts of family, school, and neighborhood.

The Ecology of the Child: Family, Neighborhood, and School
Bronfenbrenner (1979) understood child development as a relational and bi¬
directional process between the child and her environment. With this ecological lens,
children are understood to participate in increasingly larger and wider systems of
influence. The child interacts, is affected by, and affects his immediate and extended
family, school, neighborhood as well as macrostructures with which the child does
not come into direct contact, which, nonetheless, affect the child.
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Family
Aboud and Doyle (1996) found that children’s racial attitudes were not
strongly related to their parents attitudes. They concluded that parents and children
engage in little conversation on issues of “race” and racial attitudes. However,
children do not acquire their racial attitudes merely by explicit parental instruction as
some theorists would posit. Rather, children gamer an understanding of their parents’,
community’s, and society’s values regarding race and interethnic friendships through
complex interaction with the multiple contexts in which they develop.
Parental involvement and influence are important in the maintenance of
children’s friendships (Ladd, 1992). Ladd and Coleman (1993) outline four roles or
ways in which parents influence their children’s peer relationships as “designers,”
mediators,

supervisors, and/or as “consultants”. According to these authors,

parents’ designing roles are understood in terms of how parents design a child’s
environment with their decisions about where to live, where to send their children to
school, and what alter-school activities they encourage for their children; in other
words, parents have an influence on children’s friendships as they contextualize
children in a specific environment. Parents also act as “mediators” by facilitating
contact between children such as arranging play dates and play groups with other
parents. Parents’ supervisory roles are demonstrated when they monitor children’s
interaction during play. Lastly, parents affect their children’s friendships when they
act as consultants and provide advice when children request help in negotiating their
relationships. It is important for this writer to note that these roles may be population
and culture-specific and more prominent in segments of the population with more
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economic capitol. Nevertheless, these parental influences are important to outline in
so much as they demonstrate some of the possible pathways of parental influences on
children’s friendships.
Aside from providing children the opportunity to form and maintain
friendships in the concrete and almost-logistical manner that Ladd and Coleman
propose, parents may influence children’s friendship choices through a process of
values and attitudes transmission best understood from a socio-cultural perspective.
Whether attitudes are modeled and learned as social learning theorists propose or
garnered through a series of complex social interactions between the child and his/her
caregivers as socio-cultural theorists and cultural psychologists would point out,
children interact with their parents and are, therefore, aware of their parents’ attitudes
towards interracial relationships and friendships. In turn, these parental attitudes may
affect children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial relationships. Data in the
United States point to the fact that adults do not have favorable attitudes toward
cross-race friendships (Gaines & Ickes, 1997). Children, therefore, are exposed to
these attitudes and beliefs through interaction with adults such as their parents,
teachers, and others. Parental and familial attitudes and behaviors do impact a child’s
interest and capacity to cross racial/ethnic lines to form meaningful relationships.
Unfortunately, little attention has been paid to the parental and family’s
impact on children’s inter-group friendships. Three studies, one conducted in the
United Kingdom and two in the United States over two decades apart, (Davey &
Mullin, 1982; Lovelace and Scheiner, 1994; Fletcher et al., 2004) are the notable
exceptions. These three studies suggest that children’s interracial/interethnic
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friendships are neither facilitated nor supported outside of the school context, even
for those children who already have established interracial/interethnic friendships in
school.
In a large study of 3, 953 white, West Indian, and Asian children between the
ages of seven and eleven, Davey and Mullin (1982) posed sociometric questions to
ascertain children s inter-ethnic friendships, and to assess the social environments
that most facilitated those friendships. This study is very important in the context of
examining the home environment and interracial friendships as it was the first to
begin inquiry into the child’s perceptions of the socio-cultural context outside of the
school setting. One of the questions posed by researchers was “Who are the two
children in the school you would most like to invite home?” (p. 84). Results revealed
that children from all ethnic backgrounds were reluctant to take home children from
different ethnic backgrounds. Even when children indicated that they would sit
together with children of different ethnic backgrounds at school and play with them
on the playground, they demonstrated reluctance in bringing those same children
home. The authors concluded that even when interethnic friendships were present in
the school setting, children preferred not to bring these friends home. This was true
for the majority of all children and significant for white children.
Significant limitations exist in this study as parents were not interviewed for
their own views on their acceptance of ethnically diverse children in their homes.
Rather, children themselves reported on their own willingness to take ethnically
diverse peers home. Though it is tempting to infer that children’s responses were
reflective of whether they understood their home environments to be welcoming or
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not to ethnically diverse peers, the data do not afford conclusions about parental
attitudes. At most the data may be indicative of children’s perceptions of parental
approval or disapproval of interethnic friendships in the home environment.
However, despite the above-mentioned limitations, it is important to note that
children who felt comfortable sitting with and playing with children of diverse
backgrounds did not want to bring them home, possibly indicating that children’s
perceptions of their parents’ and family’s openness to interethnic/interracial
friendships affect the possibility for interracial/interethnic friendships to be extended
outside of the school context.
In a carefully designed series of studies, Lovelace and Scheiner (1994), found
that preschoolers overwhelmingly perceived that their mothers would feel negatively
(“sad” or “angry”) about their participation in interracial friendships. The authors, in
collaboration with Sesame Street, conducted a series of large scale studies
investigating preschoolers’ race awareness, racial/ethnic self-identity, perceptions of
other-race children, and parental attitudes toward playing with other-race children in
an effort to uncover children’s understanding of “race relations”. They interviewed
over 1,500 three, four, and five year-old African-American, European-American,
American-Indian, Latino, and Asian-American preschool children and administered a
variety of assessment measures. To assess children’s perceptions of their mothers’
attitudes towards interracial play dates and friendships, the researchers first provided
preschoolers with “face cards” with drawings of five faces “very happy, happy, OK,
sad, and angry”. In the first phase of the study, the children were asked the following
question: “how would your mother feel if you were friends with a different race
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child?” Based on the findings that children perceived that their mothers would be
angry, the researchers, in collaboration with Sesame Street, created two short films.
Visiting leshia and “Play Date” portraying African-American and EuropeanAmerican children visiting one another in their respective homes and playing
together. Again, after viewing the films, the children were asked how the AfricanAmerican and European-American mothers of the children in the film would feel
about the children s play dates and relationships. Again, children’s perceptions of
parental response demonstrated that the mothers would be “sad” or “angry”. As a
result, the authors’ recommendation to Sesame Street was to create skits and
scenarios depicting mothers and fathers positively responding to their children’s
interracial play dates and friendships for future shows.
The first phase of the study had many limitations as the researchers’ baseline
question regarding parental attitudes to a “different race child” may have been
inappropriate as children from three to five years of age may not understand the word
and meaning of the word “race”. Research on race awareness development indicates
that this concept is understood by age seven or eight (Aboud, 1988; Katz, 1997).
However, despite the limitations in the collection of the baseline data, the short film
assessment situation points to the fact that these children continued to perceive
negative parental reactions to interracial friendships. An important next step for this
type of research will be to understand whether and how perceived negative parental
reaction affects the formation of interracial friendships in children.
In a more carefully designed study, Fletcher et al., (2004) assessed how
parental involvement differed for same-race versus cross-race friendships and
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attempted to understand how parental involvement in children’s same-race and cross¬
race friendships influenced the maintenance of those friendships. The authors tried to
obtain an understanding of parental attitudes toward cross-race friendships through an
assessment of the level of parental involvement in cross-race friendships versus samerace ones. In addition, they attempted to draw conclusions about the homeneighborhood-school connection, which are methodologically very difficult to
establish.
Two hundred twenty-four fourth-grade children completed a social cognitive
map to determine their social groupings within their grade. Of that original number,
107 children who were identified as members of a racially integrated peer group and
their caregivers participated in the study. African-American and European-American
parents of these children with identified intergroup friends were given lists of names
(names included their children’s nominated friends, non-friend classmates and
distracter names). Parents were asked to identify their children’s friends and to
describe the parents’ own relationship with their child’s friend on a four point scale:
“haven 7 met (1) to know well (4) (p. 275)”. Parents’ responses on this parent-peer
relationship measure were used to assess parent-peer relationships for interracial
versus intraracial friendships.
Results indicated that African American parents knew more of their children’s
different race friends while European American parents knew more of their children’s
same race friends and that African American parents reported closer relationships
with their children’s different race friends while European American parents reported
closer relationships with their children’s same race friends. The authors reported that
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“higher levels of intraracial parent-peer relationships are associated with White race,
higher economic status, and nonbussed status” (p. 283).
These findings are very important as they may point to a relationship between
parental support and interethnic/interracial friendships. The literature on the
prevalence of interracial friendships in children and adolescents concludes that
children of color/ethnic minority children have more interracial/interethnic
friendships than white children in Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United States
(Singleton & Asher, 1979; Hallman & Smith, 1985; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987b;
Howes & Wu, 1990; Clark & Ayers, 1992; Kao & Joyner, 2004; Aboud et al., 2003).
Thus, if parental influence, measured by a parent’s knowledge and relationship with
her/his child’s interethnic friends, provide a measure of parental attitudes and
behaviors as possible supports or barriers to interethnic/interracial friendships, this
study may help elucidate a mechanism by which parental attitudes are linked with
interracial/interethnic friendship maintenance. Thus, an area of future research, which
will be important for intergroup friendship literature, will be to survey and understand
parents’ attitudes toward interracial/interethnic friendships and how these attitudes
constitute supports or barriers in friendship formation and maintenance.
The School
Outside of the home, another environment in which children participate
extensively is school. Schools are important spaces in which social and cultural
competencies necessary to the formation of intergroup friendships may be supported
(Zirkel, 2008). Schools provide settings in which children learn about themselves and
other children, adults, and the society in which they live. Steinitz and Solomon (1989)
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describe schools as “sites of identity,” places where “young people draw conclusions
about what sort of people they are, what society has in store for them, and what they
can therefore hope for” (p. 135).
Research on interethnic/interracial friendships has been conducted
predominantly in the school context as desegregated schools provide an ideal natural
setting in which to study the opportunity for and the creation of such friendships as
well as the mechanisms which influence these relationships. Descriptive studies were
first designed to understand the prevalence of intergroup friendships and the
individual factors, which affect these friendships such as gender, race/ethnicity, age,
and social economic status (hereafter SES). Subsequently, informed by Allporf s
(1954) contact-theory, researchers began to examine how the ethnic and racial
composition of the school and classroom, school organization, school educational
philosophies, and classroom characteristics affected the creation and maintenance of
interethnic friendships (Hallinan, 1982; Hallinan & Smith, 1985; Hallinan & Texeira,
1987a, 1987b; Hallinan & Williams, 1987, 1990; Joyner & Kao, 2000; also see
Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999 for review). Yet another set of studies was focused on
the learning strategies and pedagogies such as collaborative or cooperative interethnic
work groups versus a traditional model of education employing individualistic or
competitive models of instruction, which affected these friendships (Cooper et al.,
1980; Slavin, 1979; for review see Slavin & Cooper, 1999). Findings from these
studies on school characteristics that foster interethnic friendships reveal that, overall,
a diverse school population, small and ethnically diverse classrooms, an absence of
ability-grouping/tracking organizational structure, and cooperative learning groups do
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encourage and improve interethnic/interracial interaction, relationships, and
friendships.

Classroom and School Demographic Composition
Maureen Hallinan and her colleagues (Hallinan, 1982; Hallinan & Smith,
1985; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987a, 1987b; Hallinan & Williams, 1987, 1990)
conducted a series of studies examining school and classroom composition and
school and classroom characteristics that affect interracial friendships between
African American and European American children grades fourth through seventh.
They collected data as part of a large longitudinal study employing 1,477 students of
the above-mentioned ethnicities. By using nomination techniques, they asked children
to name their best friend, friend, someone I know, or someone I don t know to assess
the levels of interracial friendships in the schools. With those data representing their
dependent variable, these researchers were able to assess the impact of a variety of
individual independent variables such as gender, race, and grade, and contextual
independent variables such as school demographics, class demographics, classroom
size, and classification of students by ability grouping/tracking systems.
Overall, results revealed that there is a significant relationship between
interracial/interethnic friendships and school and classroom racial/ethnic composition
as well as “equal status” between children of different ethnicities. Equal status was
operationalized differently in the studies; some studies focused on school-wide
organization such as schools that had or did not have ability grouping or tracking

45

system while other studies focused on classroom organization and strategies, which
promoted equal status among peers.
Studies revealed that as the proportion of students in any ethnic group
increases, the students in the other ethnic group exhibit more interracial friendships.
Thus, researchers posited that interracial friendships depend, at least in part, on the
opportunity to engage in those interracial friendships (Hallinan’s opportunity
hypothesis) (Hallinan & Smith, 1985; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987a). Blau (1993)
concluded that heterogeneity in the classroom is more important for elementary
school children, while heterogeneity in the overall school population is more
important for middle and high school students. The author explains that elementary
school children spend most of their days within their assigned classroom with the
same classmates. Thus, it is important for these young children to experience ethnic
diversity within the classroom setting. Middle and high school students, on the other
hand, interact on a school-wide basis as they move from class to class throughout the
day. Thus, for them it is important to experience school-wide ethnic diversity.
In the first study investigating the relationship between intergroup contact and
racial attitudes of 136 Anglo-British children three to five years old attending both
ethnically homogeneous and heterogeneous kindergartens in the United Kingdom,
Rutland et al. (2005) found that those children in ethnically heterogeneous classrooms
showed the least racial intergroup bias towards ethnically different children
(measured with the Multiple-Response Racial Attitude, MRA, measure). On the other
hand, children in “all white” or “majority white” kindergartens showed the greatest
intergroup bias. The authors also point out that “interestingly, the findings suggest the
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children from racially mixed schools were both less positive about their in-group and
less negative about the African-Caribbean out-group” (p. 709). This is important as it
demonstrates that children were exhibiting less dichotomous thinking about the
ingroup and outgroup. Though this study did not examine the relationship between
kindergarten ethnic diversity and interethnic friendships, it is an important study to
consider in a discussion about interethnic friendships and classroom demographics in
so much as interracial friendships between white children and children of color are
predicated on white children’s low level of racial bias. Thus, an important next step
will be to study the direct impact that diverse kindergartens have on supporting
interethnic friendships among young children.
Working with older children, McGlothlin and Killen (2005) examined the
relationship between ethnic diversity in the classroom and school and perceptions and
evaluations of cross-race friend dyads. Employing a picture-test technique, the
researchers evaluated the perceptions of interethnic friendships of 382 first through
fourth graders attending both ethnically heterogeneous and homogeneous schools.
Their results included many interesting findings. For the sake of brevity, this writer
will concentrate on the findings that demonstrated that children who attended an
ethnically diverse school held significantly more positive views of interethnic
friendships. In tact, these children “'were more positive, overall in their judgments of
friendship potential than were children attending homogeneous schools” (p. 693).
Furthermore, when evaluating similarity/dissimilarity, European American children
in ethnically homogeneous schools focused on skin color significantly more than both
European American and ethnic minority children in the ethnically heterogeneous
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schools. This suggests that color as an indicator of race was a more salient feature
when evaluating “similarity” for children who did not have interethnic social
experiences than for children who did. In other words, race may become a less salient
factor to evaluate similarity when social experience provides children with a plethora
of experiences from which to draw evaluations of similarity. Similarity is more than
skin deep for children in ethnically diverse settings suggesting that children can be
less concrete in their understanding of similarity when they have social experiences to
draw upon.
Lastly, employing a large national sample of high school students, results
confirmed that interracial friendships increase as opportunities to develop those
friendships increase in the form of the diversity present in the school (Joyner & Kao,
2000; Moody, 2001).
Racially and ethnically heterogeneous contexts, therefore, provide necessary
contact between children of differing cultural backgrounds. Contact, a necessary
component for prejudice reduction (Allport, 1954), or propinquity, a necessary
component of friendship formation, are necessary conditions to support interethnic
friendships. However, contact alone, though necessary, is not sufficient to improve
intergroup relations (Allport, 1954). A school can be ethnically diverse and maintain
a hostile environment for ethnic minority children and a lack of support for interracial
friendships. Jay (2003) notes most schools reproduce “the values, ideas, objectives,
and cultural and political meanings of the dominant class” (p. 7) no matter what the
demographics of the school may be. Hence, multiethnic schools often reproduce the
dynamics of racial and class inequity and unequal status among children that do not
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support interethnic friendships among children. These environments are conducive to
the reduction of prejudice and interethnic friendship-building.
An optimal contact school context, which would reduce prejudice and support
positive intergroup contact and friendships, would be one in which different groups
enjoy equal status, work together cooperatively toward a common goal, and have the
support of the authorities (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998). Thus, school climate and
the educational philosophies adopted in schools are as important as the ethnic
demographic breakdown of the school. As one may note, however, operationalizing
school climate and supportive, equal-status educational philosophy poses a challenge
to researchers in the field. Still, several aspects of the school culture and experience
have been studied in an attempt to understand equal status in its educational context.
The next sections will examine school practices that have either mitigated or
supported equal status among children and positive intergroup contact.

Ability Grouping
Khmelkov and Hallinan (1999) point out that “a major school organizational
characteristic that leads to re-segregation is the way schools organize instruction and
assign students to courses, namely, the practice of curriculum tracking and ability
grouping” (p. 633). The authors further point out that ability grouping “negatively
influences interracial relations”. Children in schools where tracking is in place make
significantly less interethnic friends (Hallinan & Texeira, 1987; Hallinan & Williams,
1989). Using Allport’s (1954) contact theory and Pettigrew’s contemporary
intergroup contact theory (1998) it is possible to understand the mechanisms by
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which interethnic friendships are discouraged. First, ability grouping discourages
equal status in the school community. Children of color are disproportionately
represented in the lower academic tracks while white children are overrepresented in
the high tracks (Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999; Oakes, 1985). Moody (2001) explains
that
when schools disproportionately assign minority students to nonacademic
tracks, they add an additional status distinction between races, lowering
contact opportunity and decreasing cross-race friendships, (p. 709)
Secondly, because ability groups are often broken down in the abovementioned manner, children within each ability group or track are spending most of
their time with same-ethnicity/race peers. Thus, as per the principles of Hallinan’s
opportunity hypothesis (Hallinan & Smith, 1985; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987a) and the
condition of “propinquity” in friendship formation theories, children are most likely
to create friendships with the children with whom they spend most of their time.
Thirdly, the more contact children have with other children in their samerace/ethnicity ability groups the more they will learn of each others’ similarities,
another condition of friendship formation. Therefore, the way a school and classroom
are structured does, indeed, support or discourage interethnic friendships.

Extracurricular Activities
An example of contexts in which optimal contact may occur is the
extracurricular activity such as orchestra/band, a sport team, or a club. Pettigrew
(1998) points out that in such a group members are working cooperatively towards
the same goal; the efforts of the team, band, or club are typically supported and
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reinforced by authorities (parents and school administrators, for example). Often
members enjoy equal status as they all must work together for the success of the team
or orchestra. As one may note, this type of context is ideal for supporting interethnic
friendships and a reduction of prejudice. In fact, Hallinan and Texeira (1987) found
that both African American boys and girls as well as European American boys and
girls who participated in “co-curricular” activities made more “cross-race best-friend”
choices than children who did not participate. In a review of the literature on school
organizational effects on intergroup friendships, Khmelkov and Hallinan (1999)
found that participation in cooperative extracurricular activities was found to lead to
interethnic friendship and a reduction of prejudice in other studies (Patchen, 1982;
Quiroz et al., 1996). Moody (2001) using the large national sample from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, found that
school organization affects racial friendship segregation by structuring
interracial contact. The strongest effect of school organization on racial
friendship is through extracurricular mixing. Schools that succeed in mixing
students by race in extracurricular activities have lower levels of racial
friendship segregation, (p. 709)

Cooperative Learning Teams
Overall, the research on cooperative learning groups suggests that this type of
leaming/teaching strategy may facilitate and encourage interethnic friendships
because the cooperative nature ol the experience encourages helping behaviors, and
communicative interaction between children of different ethnicities (Slavin &
Cooper, 1999). Groups that stress cooperation within the group, competition between
groups, and competition within the group have been studied and compared to
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classroom settings which value and stress individual achievement and independent
working/leaming strategies.
Khmelov and Hallinan (1999) point out that contrary to a traditional
classroom setting in which competition and individual achievement is stressed, the
cooperative learning group stresses the academic learning of all group members. This
type of group learning has been found to be particularly effective in supporting
African American and Latino/a children’s academic achievement (Slavin & Cooper,
1999); in turn, academic success by ethnic minority children allows all children in the
group to perceive ethnic minority children as high achievers. Seeing ethnic minority
children as high achievers and high-status members of the group may facilitate
interethnic friendship because children are attracted by high-status peers (see
interpersonal-attraction theories of friendship, for example, Newcomb, 1961).
Damico et al. (1981) found that cooperative equal-status classroom environments
such as those provided by classrooms that employ cooperative learning groups
facilitate and foster interracial friendships especially for white children, who typically
hold high-status positions in competitive and individualistically based traditional
education model classroom environments. In addition, the cooperative learning group
may create a unique space in which all of Allport’s (1954) contact theory conditions
are met.
Cooperative learning techniques provide daily opportunities for
intense
interpersonal contact between students of different races and ethnicities, who
by definition interact as equals during such contact. The equal-status
interaction is reinforced through the recognition and reward mechanisms and
through task interdependence. The teacher usually plays a central role in this
process by communicating to students that each member of the group can
contribute substantially to the groups’ goals, (p. 638)
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A setting that encourages equal status, cooperative, goal-oriented
interethnic/interracial contact such as the cooperative learning group satisfies the
conditions needed for the type of contact that generates a reduction of prejudice
(Allport, 1954). Thus, children have the possibility to relate to one another as equals
and de-construct ethnic/racial stereotypes to gamer a genuine understanding of one
another. As one may note, this creates a foundation and supportive structure to the
formation of interethnic/interracial friendships. In fact, many studies point to the fact
that participation in cooperative learning groups increases interethnic/interracial
friendships in children compared to children in competitive and individualistic groups
(Cooper et. al, 1980; Slavin, 1979; Slavin, 1995; and see Slavin & Cooper, 1999, for
review).
At this point, it is important to make an important distinction between
collaborative learning teams that are expertly and thoughtfully facilitated by teachers
focused on equal-status intergroup contact and those groups that may include children
of differing racial/ethnic background that are loosely facilitated without a focus on
creating and supporting equal status among children. Cohen and colleagues (Cohen,
1984; Cohen & Lotan, 1995) have found that intergroup contact without teacher
facilitation intended to create equal status among group members increased
intergroup tension and negative interactions. Banks (2006) noted:
If students from different racial, ethnic, and language groups are mixed in
contact situations without structured interventions that create equal status
conditions, racial and ethnic conflict and stereotyping is likely to increase.
Students from both privileged and marginalized groups are likely to respond
in ways that will reinforce the status of the higher group, (p. 610)
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Banks (2006) reiterates the notion that racial stereotypes and prejudice must
be interrupted as they are deeply ingrained in our society. Thus, though collaborative
intergroup experiences are necessary, they must be intentionally well-designed to be
effective in the reduction of prejudice. Simply bringing children of different groups in
contact may not generate a change in racial attitudes or behavior that will generate an
increase in intergroup friendships. In fact, children may re-enact socially unjust
hierarchies of status and intergroup inequality.
The Neighborhood
After discussing the many opportunities or barriers that are present in the
school context, a discussion of the neighborhood context is necessary. As stated
throughout this section, a child’s context provides both supports and barriers to
her/his friendships. Though children spend most of their time in the home and at
school, neighborhood parks and sport fields, places of religious worship, community
centers, and other public spaces comprise another dimension of their environment.
Friendship intimacy has been closely linked to the extension of school-based
friendships to non-school contexts (Hirsch & Dubois, 1989). Studying friendships and
friendship patterns in a community or neighborhood setting presents significant
methodological difficulties and has rarely been done. Studying interethnic/interracial
friendships in the neighborhood is even more difficult as neighborhoods in the United
States are predominantly racially segregated, and, conversely, not ethnically diverse
(Madden, 2003).
Even children as young as three to five years of age perceive neighborhoods
as segregated places and, consequently, believe that children of different ethnicities
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should not play together. In a study with children ages three to five, Lovelace &
Scheiner (1994) designed a board game to determine how children would “sort”
ethnically different children into places in a neighborhood. They provided the
children with paper game pieces depicting two apartment buildings, two schools,
playgrounds, supermarkets, and churches. In addition, they provided the children with
game pieces depicting children of different ethnicities. The children were asked to
place the cut-outs depicting children all around the neighborhood. Findings revealed
that
Chinese American, African American, Puerto Rican and Crow Indian
preschoolers integrated homes, schools, playgrounds, churches, and stores
when given drawings of their own groups and White children. White
preschoolers integrated Chinese American and White, Puerto Rican and
White, and Crow Indian and White children in every structure. However,
White preschoolers were significantly more likely to segregate African
American and White children in the homes, schools, playgrounds, churches
and stores. . . the majority of White five-year-olds consistently segregated
African American children, (p. 73)
Subsequently in-depth interviews were designed to collect more information
about white children’s choices to segregate and separate ethnically diverse children.
Still “the majority of White children agreed that African American and White
children should be separated. . .they also said that the separation would lead to
sadness for both White and African American children” (p. 73).
Findings such as these beg the question as to whether dominant-group
children hold these beliefs that some children should be separated by race based on a
propensity for characterization based on rudimentary categorization and cognitive
processes, as cognitive developmental theorists may argue, or whether their beliefs
are affected by an understanding of their world based in experience, as socio cultural
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theorists, social learning theorists, and cultural psychologists would point out.
Whatever the answer, it is important to note that the neighborhood may provide either
a support or barriers for interethnic friendships. When a child’s immediate
surroundings, the neighborhood, is integrated it may provide children the opportunity
to interact with children of diverse backgrounds and challenge perceptions children
may hold based in prejudice and stereotype. Conversely, the neighborhood may act as
a barrier to interethnic friendships when segregation and separation both reinforce
stereotypes and prejudice and do not provide children the opportunity to interact to
challenge those stereotypes.
To date, there is a paucity of research examining the neighborhood and the
contact and quality of contact it does or does not provide to ethnically diverse
children as a backdrop to children’s interracial/interethnic friendships. Only a few
studies have incorporated some aspect of studying and reporting on children’s
experiences and perceptions in the neighborhood setting.
DuBois and Hirsch (1990) first discussed the importance of the continuity
between school and neighborhood to the maintenance of cross-race friendships in
their seminal study on school and neighborhood same and cross-race friendships.
Their sample consisted of 292 African-American and European-American middle
school students from one school in a Midwestern community; the school was
approximately 25% Black and 75% White. Half of their sample reported living in
neighborhoods with “at most one or two other-race children”; the other half of the
sample reported living in a neighborhood with only “a few” (28% of sample) or “a
lot” of other race children (22% for Blacks and 14% for Whites) (p. 526). Though
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80% of the sample reported having at least one cross-race friend inside the school
setting, only 25% of the sample reported having a cross-race friend, who was seen
outside of the school, while half of the total sample reported seeing a same-race
friend outside of the school setting.
The authors also found that “Blacks” were twice as likely to report having a
cross-race friend whom they saw in a non-school setting. Not surprisingly, a
correlation existed between neighborhood composition and non-school extension of
cross-race friendships with children who reported living in integrated neighborhoods
more likely to maintain a cross-race friendship outside of school. The authors suggest
that having access to friends in the neighborhood facilitates participation in out-ofschool play and interaction.
Limitations in this study’s interpretation may be worth noting. First, AfricanAmerican children were only 25% of the school’s population, and often in the
minority in their neighborhoods (when they lived in more diverse neighborhoods).
Thus, it is obvious that they lived and learned in a predominantly white environment
facilitating access to other-race peers and limiting access to same-race peers. Thus,
the probability that their cross-race friendships would extend outside of school was
larger than for the European-American students. Future research will have to be
conducted in either more balanced ethnically diverse neighborhoods. Furthermore,
investigating low levels of European-American children’s extensions of
interethnic/interracial friendships outside of the school context should be pursued. In
addition, aside from investigating demographic patterns, an investigation of the

57

processes that facilitate or discourage the extension of interracial/interethnic
friendships outside of school would be important.
Over fourteen years after DuBois and Hirsch first studied the
interracial/interethnic friendship patterns of children outside of school, Fletcher et. al.,
(2004) found similar results in their study on the extension of school-based intra- and
interracial friendships in that they reported that the levels of interracial friendships,
which extended outside of school was insignificant and “relatively uncommon.”
At this point, it is important to note that merely allowing children interethnic
contact per se is not enough to foster a change in stereotyped or prejudicial thinking.
Thus, simply living in an ethnically diverse neighborhood would not necessarily
encourage interethnic friendships and a reduction of prejudice as the phenomenon of
self-segregation (children who choose same-race/ethnicity friends even when
ethnically/racially different children are present in the school environment) may occur
as studied in ethnically diverse de-segregated schools (see Schofield, 1991 for
review). According to the principles of contact theory (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew,
1998), contact between individuals will affect interethnic/interracial relationships in a
positive manner only if the contact is characterized by four key conditions: equal
status, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and support of authorities, law, or
customs. Pettigrew (1998) added intergroup friendship as a key condition to achieve a
reduction of prejudice. Thus, prejudice reduction and building a foundation for
equitable relationships between different groups may only occur when those groups
hold and perceive equal status, among other conditions. This equal status in society is
an important ingredient in prejudice reduction and interethnic friendship creation.
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It is important to expand upon and examine this point that
community/neighborhood contact alone or contact that is negative does not increase
the likelihood of interethnic friendships. In a study conducted in the Netherlands,
Verkuyten and Steenhuis (2005) examined the attitudes of 80 ethnically Dutch ten- to
twelve-year-olds towards Moroccan and ethnically-diverse “asylum seekers” in two
different community contexts: 1) where the children interviewed lived in direct
contact with asylum seeker’s children and Moroccan children, and 2) where the
children interviewed did not live in contact with the ethnically-different children.
After interviewing the children and obtaining both a description of a “typical
Moroccan, typical Dutch, and typical asylum seeker of your own age” (p. 665), the
researchers asked the children, “Would you like to be friends with a Moroccan or an
asylum seeker of your own age and why?” (p. 665). Results indicated that Dutch
children who had had direct contact with Moroccan and asylum-seeker children were
less likely than no contact children to express a desire to be friends with ethnically
diverse children: three out of four “contact” children did not want to be friends with
Moroccan and asylum-seeker children.
Initially, this may be surprising in light of the research conducted in de¬
segregated and ethnically diverse schools in which opportunity for contact with
ethnically diverse peers is highly correlated with interethnic friendships (see Hallinan
& Smith, 1985 for a review of the opportunity hypothesis). However, if one refers
back to the key elements of quality contact, which promote positive intergroup
relations (Allport, 1954), one may begin to go beyond the simple analysis of whether
contact in and of itself stimulates interethnic friendships and a decrease in prejudice.
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In fact, the authors posit that the “contact children” in the study were exposed to a
“social environment in which negative stories, experiences and beliefs about asylum
seekers are more frequently heard” (p. 674). Therefore, contact children were
afforded contact without the necessary equal status that promotes intergroup
relationships. No-contact children were not exposed to this social environment in
which a status differential shaped ideas and beliefs about the children’s outgroup.
How can the results from the above-mentioned study be understood in the
context of other studies on the neighborhood environment as possible support or
barriers to interethnic friendships? As in the study of any phenomenon in social
psychology, it is certainly important to identify the individual and situational factors
that impact the phenomenon itself. Yet, after the initial descriptive studies are carried
out, social scientists must then move to the study of the mechanisms and pathways as
well as the conditions and qualities of those factors, which affect the phenomenon
under study. In the case of the relationships between the neighborhood and
community environments and interethnic friendships this means beginning serious
inquiry into the specific mechanisms which either inhibit or support interethnic
understanding and friendship-making. As in the case of many other developmental
phenomena, it seems that the quality of the contact and the conditions between the
child and her/his environment are more important than contact per se. As one may
note, this has already been established in school-related research.
Considering the contact theory and opportunity hypothesis, it would be
ditficult to expect children to interact in neighborhoods even when school friendships
are already established both when neighborhoods are not integrated and when
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integrated neighborhoods are characterized by unequal status of the diverse
populations.
Future studies examining this dimension of children’s experience should
examine the interethnic/interracial friendship patterns of children living in ethnically
diverse neighborhoods in which ethnic groups hold equal status. Within those
neighborhoods, researchers should attempt to understand which structures support or
inhibit friendship-making across the socially constructed lines of race and ethnicity.
Dimensions and Quality of Interracial/Interethnic Friendships
After reviewing the individual and contextual factors that affect interracial and
interethnic friendship formation and maintenance, it is worth discussing the research
and findings (albeit limited) on the characteristics and quality of these intergroup
friendships. Unfortunately, little has been written about the quality of these
relationships among children as the study of this phenomenon has only now reached a
phase in which researchers are beginning to go beyond descriptive research.
Kemer and Aboud (1998) tested the cross-racial validity of several friendship
qualities with Afro-Canadian and Euro-Canadian children attending a multiracial
elementary school and concluded that there were no significant between-race
differences in children’s ratings of these dimensions of friendship. All ten friendship
qualities tested, including “reliable alliance, intimacy, protection, validation,
companionship, emotional security, help, affection, frankness, and sensitivity” (p.
121), were rated as important by all children. Studies on whether children in
interracial relationship experience these qualities and are fulfilled in their interracial
relationships have been rare.
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To date only four studies have examined some aspect of the quality of
interracial and interethnic friendships. Overall, these studies point to the fact that
children involved in interracial friendships do not rate these friendships differently
than their intraracial ones. Children are satisfied with these friendships and
experience both loyalty and emotional security in interracial dyads (Aboud et al.,
2003). The only differences reported are minimal and are on only three dimensions:
stability, intimacy, and participation in shared activities. Interracial friendships appear
to be less intimate (Aboud et al., 2003) and slightly less stable than intraracial
friendships (Hallinan & Williams; 1987). Kao and Joyner (2004) found that
interracial friends reported fewer shared activities. Furthermore, cross-race
friendships were less reciprocated (Clark & Ayers, 1992) when a one-way
sociometric nomination technique was used in a study. It is important to note that
differences exist depending on the quality of the relationship itself (whether
researchers are investigating “best friendships” or simply “friendships”), as well as,
whether they are interviewing children who have identified reciprocal best friends
(Aboud et al., 2003) or employing one-way nominations (Clark & Ayers, 1992).
Thus, methodological differences may account for discrepant findings.
Kao and Joyner (2004) point out that studying the quality of intercultural
friendships is a difficult task as culture “affects the norms and meanings attached to
friendship activities’ (p. 561). Thus, creating instruments and questions to assess and
measure friendship quality becomes an arduous task. For example, they point out that
native-born European American children may be more likely than Asian children to
bring friends home and engage in “sleep-overs”. Hosting friends in the home.
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especially overnight, is not a custom of many non-white Americans. Thus, when
measuring intimacy in friendships, it becomes difficult to identify and quantify
behaviors, which are or are not “intimate” between interethnic and interracial friends.
Intergroup Friendship Studies’ Methodologies and Limitations
The overwhelming majority of studies examining interracial/interethnic
friendships employing quantitative research methodology have analyzed these
relationships employing a variety of nomination methods. Nomination methods are
those in which children are asked to nominate their best friends, close friends, friends,
etc. For example, studies have asked children to “name your three best friends” within a
given context such as school (Clark & Ayers, 1992). Other studies have asked children
to nominate their top three to five choices of other friend categories such as “close
friend” (Joyner & Kao, 2000). Other studies identify social networks of children by
asking participants to identify which children “hang out together” (Fletcher et. al.,
2004). The numbers of cross-race peers are tabulated and conclusions are made as to the
levels of interracial friendships in the given context of classroom or school.

Early

into the study of interracial friendships, nomination techniques were criticized by some
researchers (Schofield and Whitley, 1983) because allowing children to simply
nominate a limited number of peers often restricts them to making same-race choices.
Researchers argued that given a choice to rate more than three friends, children may
choose cross-race peers as well. As a result, contemporary research rarely uses a three
best friend nomination technique. Instead, researchers today employ a roster technique
in which they ask children to look at a class roster of all their classmates and indicate
whether each of those classmates is a “best friend” “friend” or other category (see

63

About! et al, 2003 for example). Children have the opportunity to rate all of their
classmates; this allows children to define each of their relationships within a given
context.
In addition, while earlier research on cross-race friendships employed one¬
way nomination techniques, contemporary researchers assess the reciprocal
friendships of children by matching nominations and counting as “best friendships”
or “friendships” only reciprocally nominated dyads. Furthermore, new research is
focusing on companionship and peer groups, as well as the best friend and friend
categories used in the past (Aboud et al., 2003; Fletcher et al., 2004).
Several problems exist with these nomination methods. First, researchers have
not defined these friendship categories nor have they asked their participants to
describe what “best friendship,” “friendship,” or “companionship” mean. Thus,
researchers may be measuring different constructs. Secondly, because friendship is
understood, described, and counted using different categories, it is difficult to
generalize patterns of friendship formation. Thirdly, the studies that analyze the
influence of different independent variables such as age, gender, and race on
interracial friendships make use of statistical procedures such as analyses of variance
(hereafter ANOVA). However, as one may note, friendships are dyadic and
reciprocal, therefore, friendships depend on “interdependence” between two
individuals. Thus, when data are collected from children, responses are not
independent, rather, they are, and should be, influenced by a relationship between
participants. This creates a problem for researchers attempting to analyze the data as
analyses of variance should be used only when the assumption of independence is
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satisfied (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004). Kashy and Levesque (2000) state that using
hypothetical scenarios to investigate relationships would eliminate the problem of
nonindependence. Yet, with the exception of studies conducted by McGlothlin and
Killen (2005; 2006), there is little evidence that picture techniques or hypothetical
scenarios are being used to study interracial/interethnic friendships in children.
Studying the real life friendships of children is very important as scholars
research the factors that influence these relationships. However, employing
hypothetical scenarios and picture tests may prove just as beneficial as researchers
may be able to conduct inquiries regarding children’s perceptions and beliefs about
these friendships. By studying hypothetical friendships employing photographs of
unfamiliar children to probe into the thinking of participants, researchers may be able
to control for myriad variables that cannot be controlled in studies examining the real
classroom friendships of children, i.e. personality of children, popularity of children,
school or classroom practices that support or mitigate the formation of intergroup
friendships, etc. For example, in one study on interethnic friendships, Denscombe
(1983) found that “a Muslim girl was chosen amongst the ‘three friends’ in class by
no less than nine of the 14 other girls in the class” (p. 187). He concludes that popular
personalities in small cohorts confound results based on sociometric roster
techniques. Therefore, though nomination techniques have been the most widely used
to study intergroup friendships, new and different methods may allow researchers to
probe deeper into children’s perceptions, which, in turn, affect their real-life
friendships.
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Moreover, to date, studies have not gone beyond descriptive research. In most
of this research, cross-race friendships function as a dependent variable and the
influence of various other individual or situational factors, independent variables, is
examined. As noted in the sections on individual and contextual factors that effect
interethnic/interracial relationships much has been learned about factors that promote
and mitigate these relationships. Yet, problems still exist with this research. For
example, when studying school friendships among young children in elementary
schools, it is difficult to quantify and study the effects of ability grouping, traditional
versus cooperative learning teams approaches, and children’s participation in
extracurricular activities on interethnic/interracial friendship formation because a
majority of elementary schools do not offer extracurricular activities, do not employ
official ability grouping techniques, and employ both traditional and cooperative
pedagogies within one school. Employing qualitative methodologies will allow
researchers to understand how children themselves experience these components of
overall “school climate” and how they influence intergroup friendships. In turn, this
will aid re^archers to go beyond descriptive studies. Understanding what
mechanisms or processes, which either impede or support these friendships, will be
very important.
Lastly, Denscombe et al. (1986) contribute an interesting paper on the
differences between sociometric (quantitative) research and fieldwork observation
(qualitative) research on the study of interethnic friendships in elementary school
classrooms in the United Kingdom. They conducted a study employing both
methodologies and found that the sociometric research pointed to an “overall
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tendency towards in-group choices" (p. 229) by children, while the qualitative data
pointed to the fact that social networks were “rarely ethnically exclusive.” Thus,
though most children report same race/same ethnicity friendships in the majority of
studies, children still may participate in close and collaborative social networks that
are diverse. This distinction begs further study.
Finally, it seems imperative that both quantitative and qualitative research be
conducted on this topic of inquiry. Qualitative research investigating the meaning of
interethnic/interracial friendships should be conducted to understand how children
themselves make meaning of these intergroup friendships. In turn, understanding
children’s genuine meanings of intergroup friendship will inform quantitative
researchers, who could then best define the constructs to be measured.
Conclusion
The study of intergroup friendships is an important area of inquiry for child
development researchers. The study and analysis of these relationships must be
informed by previous research on topics of race awareness and racial identity,
prejudice and prejudice reduction, as well as on the research on intergroup friendships
themselves. Understanding these bonds between children of different ethnic/racial
groups means employing theoretical lenses that are influenced by psychology,
sociology, socio-cultural frameworks, and critical race theory. An ecological system’s
explication of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) is helpful in
understanding these friendships as a function of an interaction between the child and
the “changing properties of the immediate setting” in which the developing child lives
(p. 21). In order to understand these developing perceptions of interethnic/interracial
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friendships it will be necessary to analyze and synthesize all of the individual and
contextual factors that contribute to this phenomenon. Unpacking whether and how
children cross socially-constructed lines of color and race will be an arduous and
worthwhile endeavor requiring the elimination of divisive discourses between
disciplines that create an intractable debate. Intergroup relations are a complex issue
in the United States; research on this topic, therefore, must draw from the multiple
and varied perspectives on the study of child development to honor the complexity of
this area of study.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
Theoretical and Methodological Considerations
In a recent essay on the topic of research on “the child”, Diane Hogan (2005)
explains that for more than a century, the study of “the child” has been the domain of
developmental psychologists, who have recently been criticized by researchers both
within and outside of the field of child psychology for failing to study children’s
experiences. She explains that developmental psychology’s positivist’s framework has
relegated “the child” as the “object” of research rather than as the “subject” of research.
The child, she contends, has been studied in a “context-free”, “standardized” manner so
that she/he has been universalized, isolated, and made predictable. However, the author
proposes that the developmental study of childhood need not be divorced from a
perspective and research methodology in which the child becomes subject and
informant of her/his experience in all of its context-, culture-, and historically-specific
subjectivity. Children can, and must, contribute meaningfully to research on “the child”,
she concludes. Hogan’s perspective reflects and emerging consensus in the field of
child development (see Green & Hogan, 2005).
It was this researcher’s goal to position her work and study of children’s
perspectives on interethnic/interracial friendship in such a way that children would
become the subjects and informants of this research. For this reason, this research study
was designed to allow children themselves to rate, narrate, and report on the studied
phenomenon. By employing a mixed methodology, this researcher obtained a more
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comprehensive and in-depth understanding of children’s perspectives of
interethnic/interracial friendships.
Research Design and Methods
This dissertation study examined children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial
(also intergroup) and intraethnic/intraracial (also intragroup) friendships using a mixed
methodology and a cross-sectional design (Group 1 included Kindergarten and first
graders while Group 2 included fourth and fifth graders). Both quantitative and
qualitative data were collected. A questionnaire and semi-structured interviews were
administered. Both of these methods will be discussed later in this chapter.
The questionnaire, the Perceptions of Intergroup Friendship Questionnaire,
employed a picture-test technique. Children were asked to answer questions regarding
six dimensions of friendship (intimacy, self-validation, companionship, emotional
security, help, and reliable alliance) based on the McGill Friendship Questionnaire
(hereafter MFQ) (see Mendelson, Aboud, & Lanthier, 1994; Mendelson & Aboud,
1999). The MFQ itself was not used as this study did not intend to rate children’s reallife classroom friendships, and the MFQ is used as a complement to sociometric
methods to investigate the quality of children’s real-life friendships.
Each question of the Perceptions of Intergroup Friendship Questionnaire asked
the children to rate the dimension of friendship experienced by intraethnic/intraracial
friendship dyads (depicted by photographs of same-race unfamiliar children) as well as
interethnic/interracial friendship dyads (depicted by photographs of different-race
unfamiliar children) on a four point-scale. In addition, children were asked to rate the
degree of friendship, on a four-point scale, when presented with photographs of
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unfamiliar intraethnic/intraracial friends dyads as well as interethnic/interracial friends’
dyads.
Audio-taped, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of the
original sample to gamer a more complex understanding of how children make meaning
of and understand intragroup and intergroup friendships in a multicultural/multiethnic
school environment. The interviews allowed this researcher to follow up on the findings
obtained through the analysis of the questionnaires. Close attention was given to
children s own descriptions of their perceived “dimensions of friendship”. In addition,
this research focused her attention to conceptualizing what contextual supports and
barriers children experience as they navigate these friendships.
In order to understand how development affects children’s perceptions of these
friendships, this was a cross-sectional study in which both Kindergarten and first-grade
children (hereafter Group 1) as well as fourth- and fifth- grade children (hereafter
Group 2) were interviewed. By employing this cross-sectional design, this researcher
observed how children’s perceptions on each dimension of friendship change in time.
The design of this study addresses several limitations of previous studies on this
topic. First, previous studies have asked children to identify their own real-life samerace and cross-race friendships to gather data about children’s perceptions and
experiences of interethnic/interracial friendships. However, real-life friendships are
influenced by a myriad of factors i.e. personality traits, popularity, and experiences with
the individuals with whom children come into contact. Thus, many confounding factors
arise when asking children about their friendships within a classroom or community.
Asking children to answer questions about hypothetical friends’ dyads depicted
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photographically using pictures of unfamiliar children allowed this researcher to learn
about children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial friendships without the
confounding factors associated with real-life friendship experiences within the child’s
classroom. In addition, by employing hypothetical scenarios, the problem of “non¬
independence” in the data analysis phase was significantly reduced (Kashy & Levesque,
2000) as children in any one classroom did not nominate each other as friends or bestfriends.
In the majority of previous studies, researchers investigated the frequency of
interracial/interethnic friendships as well as the conditions, or factors, which favor or
discourage these relationships. Hence, many individual and contextual factors which
both support and mitigate interracial/interethnic friendships have been identified. Little
research has gone beyond the initial phase of these descriptive studies. Aboud,
Mendelson, and Purdy’s (2003) study on the friendship quality of cross-race friendships
represents an exception to the majority of the studies on this topic. As these researchers
discuss, it will be imperative to go beyond simply recording whether or not these
friendships occur to gain a more complex understanding of the phenomenon.
By posing questions that specifically ask children to rate intra/intergroup
friendships on separate dimensions of friendship, this researcher captured a more
complex and in-depth view of children’s overall perceptions of friendships.
No mixed-method studies have addressed children’s perceptions of intragroup
and intergroup friendships. This represents a significant gap in the body of research on
the topic. As discussed earlier, individual and contextual factors that affect the
formation and maintenance of interracial/interethnic friendships have been studied. Yet,
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the processes or mechanisms by which these factors support or mitigate these
relationships have not been researched. Moody (2001) states that researchers must
transition from the mere identification of factors, to a study of the ways in which these
factors affect the dynamic process and development of intergroup relationships. The
qualitative component of this study allowed this researcher to pose and answer
questions about how children perceive these relationships, and whether and how adults,
and the programs and institutions that make up children’s social contexts, either support
or create barriers in their interethnic/interracial friendships.
Lastly, the qualitative component of this study proved to be very important.
First, the qualitative findings allowed for a more comprehensive and complex
understanding of the phenomenon being studied. Secondly, the qualitative findings
should be used to inform future iteration of quantitative studies. After understanding
how children experience these intergroup relationships, better questions should be
designed to be employed in surveys and questionnaires.
Research Questions

Quantitative
After the Perceptions of Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire was
administered to the entire sample and data were entered, a factor analysis carried out on
the questionnaire used in this research (discussed later in this chapter) revealed two
constructs. Thus, the dependent variables in this study were perceptions of interethnic
and intraethnic friendship measured by sub-scores on the Perception of Intergroup
Friendships Questionnaire, which emerged in initial analyses. Independent variables
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are grade level (Group 1 represents Kindergarten- and first-grade children while Group
2 represents fourth- and fifth-grade children), ethnicity/race (African American and
European American), and gender (Female and Male). Due to prior research
demonstrating that children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial friendships change in
time, it was hypothesized that children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial
friendships would differ between the age groups. This study analyzed the main effects
as well as the two-way and three-way interactions for both dependent variables.

Qualitative
The qualitative portion of the study allowed for a more complex study of
children’s perceptions, ideas, experiences, and meaning-making processes of these rare
interethnic/interracial friendships. Questions this researcher wanted to answer at the
onset of this research process included:
1.

How do children understand or make meaning of interethnic/interracial

friendships?
2.

How do these friendships evolve? What is the process of making friends

cross-racially/ethnically?
3.

What are the dimensions, qualities, or aspects of these friendships that

children highlight?
4.

What are children’s thoughts about why these friendships are so rare?

5.

What are the supports or barriers to interethnic/interracial friendships

formation and maintenance that children encounter in the social context in which they
develop including family, school, and community?
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Site
This study took place in one public elementary school in a medium-size urban
Northeastern city. The city counts 95,658 inhabitants within the larger county area,
which counts 294,565 inhabitants. Census data on race/ethnicity reveal that the city’s
population is comprised of 63.1% White, 28.1% Black or African American, 5.6%
Hispanic or Latino, and 3/3% Asian (U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000). 37.6% of the
inhabitants of Albany live in owner-occupied housing while 62.4 % of the population
lives in rental property. The median household income in 2000 was $30,041, and 16%
of families in Albany live at or below poverty level (U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000).
The elementary school in which this study took place is situated in a
predominantly middle- income neighborhood. The student body is made up of 558
children. The school’s demographic records indicate that the racial/ethnic distribution of
children is 48% White, 39% Black/African American, 7% Asian, and 6% Hispanic.
Approximately 44% of children receive free or reduced lunch with 33.39% of children
receiving free lunch while 10.73% of children receive a reduced lunch. During the
academic year 2005-2006 there were 424 non-bussed students (75.9%) and 134 bussed
students (24.1%), indicating that a majority of children live in the immediate
surroundings while a minority of the students arrive to school from other neighborhoods
or areas of the city.
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Participants

Quantitative Component
Children were recruited to participate in the study by the use of parental
informed consent forms, which included a description of the study (see Appendix 1),
sent home to the parents of all Kindergarten, first, fourth and fifth grade children at the
school. Approximately 227 informed consent forms were sent out at the beginning of
the school year beginning in September 2006. Parents who signed the consent forms
were instructed to return the letters to the classroom teachers via the children as most
communication in this school is carried out in this manner. Letters were collected from
the teachers by this researcher. A total of 70 signed informed consent forms were
obtained after the first mailing as well as 12 refusals to participate; reasons for refusal
were not disclosed to this researcher. A second wave of letters and informed consent
forms was sent out to all parents of Kindergarten, first, fourth and fifth graders who did
not respond to the first mailing approximately two weeks later; 38 consent forms were
returned. A total of 108 informed consent forms were returned.
A survey of demographic data meant to gamer data of SES indicators such as
whether or not children receive free/reduced lunch and whether children live in owneroccupied or renter-occupied housing units was sent home to parents with the informed
consent forms (see Appendix 4). Rate of return of this demographic data survey was too
low for data analysis.
Because only five children identified as Asian or Latino/a participated, data
from these five children were not analyzed. The final sample (n = 103) consisted of two
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groups: Group lwas made up of Kindergarten and first grade children (n = 53), while
Group 2 was comprised of fourth and fifth grade children (n = 50). Group 1 children
ranged in age between 4.11 years and 7.0 with a mean age of 6.2 while fourth and fifth
graders ranged in age between the ages of 9 and 11 with a mean age of 9.6 years of age.
A total of 49 girls and 54 boys made up the sample. Fifty-four children were African
American and 49 were European American. Table 1 shown below, illustrates the sample
described above.
Table 1. Design and sample size per group.
African-American

European-American

Female

Male

Female

Male

K/lst

n= 13

n= 14

n= 12

n= 14

4th/5th

n-\\

/7= 16

/7= 13

n= 10

Qualitative Component
A sub-sample of the original sample were chosen to participate in semistructured interviews exploring children’s perceptions and experiences of
interethnic/interracial friendships as well as the barriers and facilitating factors they
experience as they make friends in a multiethnic/multiracial school context. A
purposeful sampling method was employed (Patton, 1990). Teachers were asked to
identify both children who did and did not participate in intergroup friendships. In
addition to asking the children’s main classroom teachers, this researcher asked both the
art and gym teachers to identify potential interviewees. Both of these teachers were
asked as they observe children in a less-structured classroom environment in which the
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children are more social and express their friendship preferences more readily. The art
teacher observes the children in a more collaborative and constructivist context while
the gym teacher observes the children in an environment where they are socializing,
playing, and competing. These two professionals hold vantage points that offered
unique feedback necessary in this researcher’s sample selection.
A total of 17 children participated in the interviews. Seven children were chosen
from Group 1 (Kindergarten and First graders), and ten children were chosen from
Group 2 (Fourth and Fifth graders). This researcher identified both children who did
and did not have interethnic/interracial friendships with the aid of teachers and staff as
well as from analysis of the questionnaires. This purposeful sampling methodology was
employed in order to obtain important information about interethnic/interracial
friendships. Weiss (1994) states it is important to deliberately choose participants who
will be “uniquely able to be informative because they are expert in the area or were
privileged witnesses to an event” (p. 17). Lastly, by choosing both children who do and
do not engage in interethnic/interracial friendships, this researcher was able to probe
and understand the phenomenon more comprehensively. As Maxwell (1996) points out,
an additional goal of purposeful sampling is to “establish particular comparisons to
illuminate the reasons for differences between settings or individuals” (p. 72). Hence, it
is through the understanding of both children who do and do not choose friends of
different races/ethnicities that this researcher was better able to understand the complex
experience (both positive and negative) of these intergroup friendships.
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Measures

The Perception of Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire
The Perception of Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire was developed for this
study and was designed to capture children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial and
intraethnic/intraracial friendships employing a picture-test technique. Fifteen questions
were designed using six of the McGill Friendship Questionnaire’s (MFQ) dimensions of
friendship: intimacy, self-validation, companionship, emotional security, help, and
reliable alliance. The MFQ’s psychometric properties have been assessed, and its
dimensions have been judged as important by both “White” and “Black” students in one
recent study (Aboud, Mendelson, & Purdy, 2003). Furthermore, the questionnaire has
been used in prominent research on cross-race friendships.
The MFQ’s dimensions were used to design questions that could be used in a
hypothetical context with a picture-test technique. MFQ questions are designed to be
posed inquiring about children’s real-life classroom friendships identified using a
sociometric roster technique. After children identify their friends, a researcher would
pose MFQ questions/statements such as “[name of identified friend] is someone I can
tell private things to.” The child would rate the statement on a Likert Scale. These
questions and statements were used to create questions that could be posed to children
looking at photographs of unfamiliar children paired in friends dyads. For example,
while looking at two photographs of an intergroup dyad, the researcher posed the
following question based on the MFQ question above: “Sometimes children share their
private thoughts with each other. Tell me how much these two children share their
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private thoughts.” The child would then rate the level of intimacy between the two
children depicted in the photo on a Likert Scale.
This Perception of Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire was judged by two
expert psychologists in the field of children’s perceptions of race/ethnicity, prejudice in
children, and children’s cross-race friendships. The first researcher made suggestions
regarding the picture-test technique to be employed while the second expert made
suggestions regarding the length and content of the questionnaire. As a result, this
researcher made changes to the measure based on expert judgment. First, the picturetest was designed to ask children to rate the friendship levels of photographically
depicted friendship dyads that were purposefully chosen. Originally, this researcher had
thought to present a grouping of photographs and to allow the children to pair the dyads.
The first expert advised this researcher against this method. Secondly, the second
experts’ advice regarding shortening the questionnaire was implemented as it was
thought that the first version of the questionnaire was too long to use with Kindergarten
and first grade children. At the time of this study, the questionnaire was in its fourth
iteration after changes were made to both its content and format.
The fifteen questions in the questionnaire were randomly ordered for one form.
Questions and accompanying photographs were ordered so as not to reveal obvious
patterns. The questionnaire was administered with accompanying photographs of friends’
dyads. Randomized intraethnic/intraracial and interethnic/interracial photographs (see
Appendix 5) were matched to each of the questions in the questionnaire. Participants
were shown photographs of children of the same sex as that of the participant. Children
were asked to look at the photograph and listen to a short description of what friends do
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or demonstrate towards one another based on each of the six dimensions. Then, they were
asked to rate the level that the children depicted in the photos demonstrate the dimension
being assessed. A question asking the children to rate the quality of the friendship
between the two photographed children followed. For example, a question which assesses
the dimension of emotional security” is “sometimes children get worried or upset and
other children help them feel better. Tell me how much these two children help each
other feel better when they are upset or worried.” The children were given the following
response options: “A lot”, “Some”, “A little, or “Not at all”. Following the first part of
the question, the children were asked to rate the type of friendship of the children
depicted. Their response choices are “Best Friend”, “Good Friend”, “OK Friend”, or
“Just Kids Who Hang Out”. Children were shown a pictorial representation of the Likert
scale responses (see Appendix 6) to aid in their understanding of the categories. Numeric
codes for the answers were assigned as follows: A lot = 4, Some = 3, A little = 2, Not at
all =1; Best Friend = 4, Good Friend = 3, OK Friend = 2, Just Kids Who Hang Out = 1.
While administering the questionnaire, this researcher suspected there was
measurement error in questions 7, 7a and 8, 8a. It appeared that children were not
answering the questions based on their perceptions of intergroup and intragroup
friendships, rather, as a function of their perspective-taking abilities. It became obvious
that Kindergarteners and first graders categorically refused to accept that children whom
had been in a fight could be friends, regardless of the race/ethnicity of the photographed
friendship dyad. They answered these two questions by rating the photographed children
with the lowest possible score indicating little or no friendship between the children in
both the intergroup and intragroup dyads. On the other hand, fourth and fifth graders,
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who are able to take multiple perspectives and whose thinking may be characterized as
more “abstract”, answered in a manner that indicated they could conceive of remaining
friends with an individual even after a conflict occurred. Thus, this researcher began to
see these two questions as ones that were not assessing the dimension of “reliable
alliance”; rather, these questions tapped into the children’s perspective-taking abilities.
This measurement error was confirmed for these two questions by both a reliability
analysis as well as an exploratory factor analysis. The point biserial correlation,
indicating item discrimination, were very low (ranging from -.044 to -.144). Thus, they
were subsequently omitted from the analysis.
An exploratory factor analysis was conducted on the Perception of Intergroup
Frienships Questionnaire to examine dimensionality of this measure. The Scree Plot

revealed the presence of two factors (see plot on the next page).
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Scree Plot

Factor Number
Figure 1. Scree plot

The Factor Analysis Pattern Matrix (pictured on the following page) reveals for each
question the factor loadings that are greater than 0.3 or less than - 0.3.
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Pattern Matrix3
Factor
Q1

.526

2
-.043

Qla

.722

-.112

Q2

.631

.045

Q2a

.674

-.114

Q3

.193

.309

Q3a

.138

.601

-.012

.337

Q4a

.103

.457

Q5

.598

-.021

Q5a

.695

.062

Q6

.420

-.254

Q6a

.492

-.411

Q9

-.150

.282

Q9a

.097

.548

Q10

.652

.019

QlOa

.672

-.078

Q11

.066

.683

Qlla

-.144

.624

Q12

.338

.147

Q12a

.712

.200

Q13

-.265

.138

Q13a

-.020

.313

Q14

.055

.363

Q14a

.009

.476

Q15

.487

.204

Q15a

.786

.235

1

Q4

:

Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.
Rotation Method: Promax with Kaiser Normalization.
a- Rotation converged in 3 iterations.

Figure 2. Factor analysis pattern matrix
A negative correlation of -.359 between Factor 1 (coded as inter) and Factor 2
(coded as intra) sub scores was revealed (see factor correlation matrix on the next page)
indicating that children who demonstrate positive perceptions of intergroup friendships
generally held less positive perceptions of intragroup friendships.

84

Interviews
The children who participated in the interviews were interviewed in pre¬
determined quiet areas of the school that were available such as a room used to wait for
busses, the teacher's lounge, or, on occasion, a quiet area or vestibule off of the main
hallway. Westcott and Littleton (2005) remind interviewers that interviews that are
conducted in educational settings are influenced by the school context and the child’s
expectation of adult-child interaction within the educational setting. Therefore, they
contend that researchers must make special efforts to elucidate and make explicit the
interviewing process and the expectations of the interviewer and interviewee. Talking
openly about the interview process helps both the child and interviewer to experience the
process meaningfully. Furthermore, this aids in building rapport with the child, which
was particularly important for this researcher as she asked children to share their
perspectives on a topic rarely discussed between children and adults (Pollock, 2003;
Tatum, 1992; Zirkel, 2008). Therefore, this researcher spoke transparently about her own
ethnic/racial identity and interest in this subject. Transparency was supported by the
acknowledgement that engaging in discussions such as these “may seem new, unfamiliar,
sometimes exciting, and maybe even awkward at times.” Children were encouraged to
ask to end the interview at any time.
Developmental differences must be taken into account when interviewing
children as their level of understanding and knowledge differs (Hogan, Etz, & Tudge,
1999). Thus, interviews were not identical across Kindergarten/first-grade and foruthfifth-grade groups.
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Semi-structured individual interviews were employed as they are neither
standardized sets of questions, which do not allow for children to tell stories or express
themselves completely, nor are they open-ended interviews, which are unstructured and
allow the child to story-tell (Greene & Hill, 2005). Questions included: 1) how would
you describe a friend? 2) I hear a lot of children talking about their best friends, what is
the difference between a friend and a best friend? 3) Would you tell me a little about
your friends? 4) Are any of your close friends from a different ethnicity/race and
cultural background than your own? Tell me about your friendships with them. 5) How
could children’s friendships with children of different ethnicities/races and cultural
backgrounds be encouraged? Follow up questions were based on children’s responses.
Interviews with Kindergarten and first-grade children were more structured than
interviews with fourth- and fifth-grade children. This was necessary in order to keep
young children on the topic of interethnic/interracial friendships. This researcher
employed children’s photographs as manipulative aids for younger children. By showing
children photographs of interethnic/interracial friends’ dyads, this interviewer garnered
young children’s narratives on these friendships versus intragroup friendships.
Procedure

Quantitative Component
1 his researcher and one research assistant, hereafter “researchers”, interviewed
children individually employing the Perception of Intergroup Friendships
Questionnaire. Same-race researcher interviewed children in order to increase each
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child s comfort answering questions regarding friendship and race/ethnicity (Aboud,
Mendelson, & Purdy, 2003).
Researchers entered the participants classrooms and escorted each participant
individually to a quiet area outside the child’s classroom. The researcher introduced
herself and went over the consent or assent procedures and forms (see Appendices 2 and
3) to ensure the child’s consent to participate. Secondly, the researcher introduced the
purpose and procedure of the task they (child and researcher) would conduct by stating:
”1 am going to ask you some questions about friends because I am interested in what
children think about friendship. This is not a test. There are no wrong answers. I just
want to know what you think. OK? Let’s get started.”
Next the researcher asked the child each of the questions on the Perception of
Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire. Each time the questions were asked the child

was looking at two photographs of unfamiliar children, who formed either an
interracial/interethnic dyad or an intraracial/intraethnic dyad. For example, while
looking at the photographs of two children of different ethnicity/race, the researcher
stated: “Some children laugh a lot when they are together. They have a good time when
they are around each other. Tell me how much fun these two children have when they
are together.” Then, “is MA lot, Some, A little, or None.” The researcher recorded the
child’s answer. Subsequently the researcher asked: “Now are these two children Best
Friends, Good Friends, OK Friends, or Just kids who hang out” Again, the researcher

recorded the child’s answer. Children were shown a pictorial depiction of these scales
represented by circles of diminishing sizes, from a large circle depicting “A lot” to
smaller and smaller circles depicting “Some, A little, and None”, to facilitate their
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understanding of the categories (see Appendix 7). The same pictorial representation was
shown to children as they answered the follow-up question regarding the degree of
friendship depicted by each friends dyad.
At the end of the assessment, the researcher thanked the child for her/his
participation. Then, each child was escorted back to his/her classroom.

Qualitative Component
Children were interviewed employing an individual semi-structured interview.
Children were escorted from their class to a quiet area, the teachers’ lounge, in which
this researcher and the child were able to speak uninterrupted. Kindergarten and first
grade interviews ranged in length between fifteen and twenty minutes while fourth and
fifth graders, who are able to attend for longer periods of time, spoke to this researcher
between thirty and forty-five minutes per interview. Kindergarten and first grade
children were shown photographs of interethnic/interracial friends dyads in order to
help them stay on the topic being studied. It was expected that fourth and fifth grade
children were able to stay on topic without visual cues. Follow-up interviews were
conducted with children who agreed to be interviewed again, which were all but two
Kindergarten children who were engaged in a celebration at the time of the follow-up
interviews. Again, follow-up interviews ranged in length based on children’s
developmental level and capacity to attend and remain focused. Kindergarten and first
grade follow-up interviews ranged in length between fifteen and twenty minutes while
fourth and fifth graders participated in follow-up interviews that ranged between thirty
and thirty-five minutes in length.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Quantitative Analysis and Results
In order to understand children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial (intergroup)
friendships and how these differ throughout the developmental process of middle
childhood, this study employed a cross-sectional mixed-method design. Both
kindergarten/first-grade and fourth/fifth-grade children were tested using the Perception
of Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire. One hundred and three children of different

grades, ethnic/racial identities and gender were asked to rate the friendship level of both
intergroup and intragroup friendship dyads, depicted photographically, as explained in
the previous chapter.
A 2 (grades K-l and 4/5) X 2 (female and male) X 2 (African American and
European American) repeated measures ANOVA was employed to analyze the main
effects and interactions between independent variables of grade, gender, and
ethnicity/race with the dependent variables of perceptions of intergroup and intragroup
friendships measured by sub scores on the Perception of Intergroup Friendships
Questionnaire.

Perceptions of Interethnic/Interracial Friendships (Intergroup)
Results based on children’s perceptions of intergroup friendships revealed a
significant main effect for grade (F(l,95) = 70.4, p <.001. Kindergarten and first-grade
children had higher mean scores (m = 46.79, sd= 5.19) than fourth and fifth-grade
children (m = 37.62, sd= 6.46). The partial eta squared (.426) indicated a moderate effect
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due to grade. A significant main effect was also found for race (F( 1, 95) = 8.83, p <.005).
African American students’ mean scores were higher (m = 43.76, sd = 7.35) than
European American children (m = 40.44, sd = 7.17). The partial eta squared (.085)
indicated a small effect due to race. The main effect for gender was not significant (F(l,
95) = .231, p > .05). The two-way interactions as well as the three-way interaction were
not significant. The ANOVA table below illustrates findings on perceptions of intergroup
friendships:
Table 2: Analysis of variance for perception of intergroup friendships
Source

Grade
Gender
Race
Grade * Gender
Grade * Race
Gender * Race

Type III
Sum of
Squares
2221.199
7.292
278.826
92.546
23.816
9.527

Grade * Gender *
0.375
Race
Error
2996.765
Total
190261.000
A R Squared = .466
* p<05

df

Mean
Square

milllll;

2221.199
7.292

1

278.826
92.546
23.816
9.527
.375

1
1
1
95
103

Significance.

lilllllii

1

' S' 59s**

F

70.414
.231
8.839
2.934

.000*
.632
.004*

.755
.302

.090
.387
.584

.012

.913

Partial
Eta
Squared
.426
.002
.085
.030
.008
.003
.000

31.545

The plot on the following page illustrates the significant main effects of grade and
race.
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Figure 3. Mean scores for intergroup perception of friendships as a function of grade and
Race of child
Though direct comparisons cannot be made between children’s perceptions of
intergroup and intragroup friendships, it is helpful to examine mean scores for each of the
constructs. The table below illustrates mean scores for intergroup perceptions of
friendships. Highest possible score for perceptions of intergroup friendships was 56.
Mean scores for intragroup perceptions of friendships will follow in the next section.
Table 3. Mean scores (SD) for perceptions of intergroup friendships

African-American

European-American

Female

Male

Female

Male

K/lsl

49.38(3.50)

48.50(2.56)

45.58(4.62)

43.71 (7.10)

4lh/5,h

37.00(6.01)

40.19(7.47)

35.38(5.99)
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37.10(5.17)

Perceptions of Intraethnic/Intraracial Friendships (Intragroup)
Results on children’s perceptions of intragroup friendships revealed a significant
main effect for grade (F(l,95) = 24.53,p < .000). The partial eta squared (.205) indicated
a small to moderate effect due to grade. Kindergarten and first-grade children had higher
mean scores (m = 44.13, sd= 3.05) than fourth and fifth-grade children (m = 40.98, sd =
3.77). A significant main effect was also found for gender (F(l, 95) = 10.59, p < .002).
The partial eta squared (.100) indicated a small effect due to gender. Girls’ mean scores
were higher (m = 43.62, sd= 3.22) than boys (m = 41.61, sd =3.95). The main effect for
race was not significant (F( 1, 95) = 2.39,/? > .05). The partial eta squared (.102)
indicated a small effect due to race. The only interaction that was significant was the
interaction between grade and race (F(l,95) = 10.79,/? < .05). The ANOVA table below
illustrates these findings.
Table 4: Analysis of Variance for Perceptions of Intragroup Friendships

A

Source

Grade
Gender
Race
Grade * Gender
Grade * Race
Gender * Race
Grade * Gender * Race
Error
Total
A R Squared = .361
* p<.05

Type III
Sum of
Squares
237.208
102.408
23.183
8.216
104.377
1.239
3.258
918.600
188376.000

df

Mean
Square

F

Significance.

1
1
1

237.208
102.408
23.183
8.216
104.377
1.239
3.258
9.669

24.532
10.591
2.398
.850
10.794
.128
.337

.000*
.002*
.125

1
1
1
1
95
103

.359
.001*
.721
.563

Partial
Eta
Squared
.205
TOO
.025
.009
.102
.001
.004

The plot on the following page illustrate the significant main effects of grade and gender.
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Figure 4. Mean scores for intragroup perception of friendships as a function of grade and
gender of child.

The following plot illustrates the significant interaction between grade and race.
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Figure 5. Mean scores for intragroup perception of friendships as a function of the
interactive effect of grade and race of child.
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The simple main effect in grades Kindergarten and 1 between African American and
European American children was significant (t(95) = 4.15,p< .001). The simple main
effect in grades Four and Five between African American and European American
children was not significant (/(95) = 1.92, p > .05).
The table below reveals mean scores for intragroup perceptions of friendships.
Highest possible score for perceptions of intragroup friendships was 48.

Table 5. Mean scores (SD) for perceptions of intragroup friendships

African-American

European-American

Female

Male

Female

Male

K/lst

46.08 (1.55)

45.21(1.84)

43.67(2.96)

41.64(3.52)

4th/5th

41.91 (3.30)

39.19(4.35)

42.85(3.48)

40.40(2.31)

Furthermore, as stated in the previous chapter, a negative correlation of -.359
between intergroup and intragroup sub scores was revealed indicating that children who
demonstrate positive perceptions of intragroup friendships generally held less positive
perceptions of intergroup friendships.
Results garnered from this study using the picture-test questionnaire confirm
findings in previous research based on children’s self-reported interethnic/interracial
friendships that demonstrate a decrease in intergroup friendships as children age. It also
confirms previous findings that African American children share more intergroup
friendships than European American children, and that girls have more intragroup
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friendships than boys. In addition, by assessing both children s intragroup as well as
intergroup friendships, a steady decrease in positive perceptions of friendships regardless
of intra-or intergroup types was noticed confirming that children become more selective
in their friendships as they mature.
Qualitative Analyses and Results
While the quantitative portion of this study identified the “what” or important
factors such as grade, race, and gender in the understanding of the developmental trends
of children’s perceptions of intergroup friendships, the qualitative portion of the study
elucidates the “how”, or the process and conceptualization, of these friendships by
children themselves. As children shared the way they make meaning of these
relationships, they informed this researcher about their views of the development of these
relationships along with how they understand these complex relationships. They spoke of
the factors that support or mitigate these relationships along with their desire for adult
intervention to foster and ameliorate these relationships. These data and results add to our
understanding of the developmental trajectories involved in intergroup friendship-making
by providing a complex and rich description of what children’s intergroup friendship
perceptions may be at different stages of development as children themselves experience
and report them.
As per the explanation in the previous chapter, seventeen children (ten fourth and
fifth graders and seven kindergarteners) were interviewed employing semi-structured
interviews. Follow-up interviews were also conducted to triangulate data and conduct
member checks. Follow-up interviews were not recorded or transcribed.
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Seventeen transcripts (ten transcripts from fourth and fifth-graders’ interviews
and seven from kindergarten and first-graders’ interviews) were transcribed verbatim,
reviewed multiple times, analyzed, and coded. Follow-up interviews were not
transcribed. Follow-up interviews were conducted to triangulate data and confirm or
correct this researcher’s understanding and coding of first-interview transcripts.
Consistently comparing data ensured that this researcher questioned her analysis in order
to contribute to the validity of her interpretations (Boyatzis, 1998). This researcher coded
inductively while recognizing the influences of her theoretical perspective. Thus, as
Strauss and Corbin (1998) would describe, she was “moving” between induction and
deduction.
When all the transcription was completed and transcript documents became
available, these were reviewed multiple times. Notes were made in the margins regarding
the possible constructs that were being expressed. Thus, open coding was employed to
identify categories and themes along with their properties and dimensions (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). The codes derived from the open coding were then related to one another
through axial coding followed by a selective coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
These themes are presented in this results section and discussed in further detail in the
following discussion chapter.
At this point, it is important to note that Kindergarten/first-grade interviews
differed greatly from fourth/fifth-grade interviews as did the data collected. As noted in
the previous section, interviews with younger children were shorter as young children’s
capacity to sit and attend tor an in-depth interview is not comparable to older children’s
capacity to do so. Furthermore, young children’s verbal capacity and perspective taking
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skills arc clearly incomparable to older children s. Thus, though some themes or codes
may be similar, fourth and fifth graders often provided lengthier, more complex
descriptions and explanations that took multiple perspectives. This was not the case for
Kindergarten and first-grade informants. This is understandable from a developmental
perspective, and a qualitative design accommodates the differences in cognitive,
perspective-taking, and verbal abilities that children possess by allowing the design and
process of the interview to be different. This researcher believes that this flexibility is
most important in conducting developmental research. On the other hand, direct
comparisons between these two groups are inappropriate.
Another important observation this researcher noted, was that African American
children appeared to be much more comfortable talking about issues of ethnicity and
race. Answering questions about intraethnic and interethnic friendships and similarities
and differences between them did not seem to jar, disturb, or cause any concern. They
expressed themselves clearly and had a vocabulary that illustrated the complexities of
these issues and the fact that they had thought about issues of race and ethnicity prior to
these interviews. On the other hand, European American children were often surprised by
my questions and were somewhat reticent. It appeared that they were looking for the
socially desirable answer as they lengthily paused to reflect on each question. Lengthy
pauses were frequent. This phenomenon has been noted by child psychologists and
researchers who focus on issues of race, intergroup friendships, and children’s
ethnic/racial prejudices (Ramsey, 2003).
A few European American children verbalized their discomfort. For example, this
researcher showed Brian photographs depicting an interethnic friends’ dyad ( a photo of
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an African American and European American boys); when I asked whether these two
boys would likely be friends, Brian took a long pause, sighed, and stated “This is tough
[pause]. This is a hard question . . . maybe not”. When asked “why aren’t these two boys
friends”, Brian replied “I cannot say because it would be mean”. Brian, who later
reported having no interethnic friends made what could be considered both racially
prejudicial remarks such as noting that his mother did not support intergroup
relationships because she is “careful” as well as pro-social (social-conventional)
generalizations such as “we are all good kids” or “we should all be friends” (in reference
to children of different ethnicity/race).
Lastly, In order to preserve the children’s unique voices and perspectives, this
writer made only minor edits to the recorded statements. When necessary, punctuation
was added to break up very long sentences in order to make the data more “readerfriendly”. In addition, names of participants and the friends mentioned in their stories
have been changed to protect their anonymity.

Developmental Differences in Understanding “Friends”
Overall, Kindergarten and first-grade children described their inter- and intragroup
friendships in a similar manner. In fact, they drew no distinctions between the two the
way that older children did. Both inter- and intragroup friendships were based on “having
fun”, “playing”, and “laughing”. Children referred to almost all of their classmates as
“friends” and a select group of children as “best friends”. These best friends most often
included children of different ethnic/racial backgrounds. Children experience
disappointments in their friendships and these constitute “barriers” to friendships
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regardless of whether the friendships are intergroup or intragroup friendships. Contextual
factors that constitute barriers to fourth graders such as lack of proximity to intergroup
friends, or living in different neighborhoods, are not cited as barriers to Kindergarten and
first-graders’ friendships. In fact, most Kindergarten children stated that if children live
far apart in different neighborhoods “they can still be friends”. When asked how they
could maintain these friendships, young children gave concrete solutions to these
problems that were simply logistical “they can take a taxi”, “they can ask their moms to
drive them , or they can take a plane ”. Clearly, young children’s cognitive capacities,
meaning-making structures, and perspective-taking skills contribute to their
understanding that intergroup friendships can be maintained despite contextual barriers
such as segregated housing patterns.
As mentioned earlier, fourth and fifth grade children’s interviews were lengthier
and more comprehensive. Most of the results and conclusions regarding the complexity
of intergroup friendships derive from an analysis of the fourth and fifth grade transcripts.
Thus, a lengthier results section was written based on these children’s narratives. First,
older children described both intra- and intergroup friendships as developmental
phenomena. They could think back to Kindergarten and first grade and talk about the
differences in their current and past friendships. In contrast Kindergarteners with their
time-limited experiences did not share this developmental “lens.” Older children
described intergroup friendships as simultaneously rewarding and difficult and intragroup
friendships as simultaneously comfortable and limiting. Children who had intergroup
friendships confirmed that the dimensions of friendship formulated in the friendship
literature based on intragroup friendships also apply to intergroup friendships. Children
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described significant barriers to the formation and maintenance of intergroup friendships
as well as possible supports to encourage these relationships. The following section will
illustrate these results in detail and provide both the themes and data related to the abovementioned findings.

Dimensions of Friendships
Kindergarten/First Grade
Kindergarteners’ and first graders’ definitions of friendship allow them to include
many more children in their friendship circles than fourth and fifth graders, who are more
selective in their friendship choices. The younger children often described most of their
classmates as their friends. Young children’s pre-conventional moral reasoning is
evidenced in their statement regarding adults’ pronouncements on the subject of
friendships i.e. “my teachers says that we are all friends.”; “my mom says it doesn’t
matter what color you are, so these two and these two can all be friends [pointing to
photographs of intragroup and intergroup dyads]”.
Children described friends as children who provide self-validation, help,
emotional security, and companionship:
If they are being nice to you and they share things with you. They help you, too.
Like if you are going to fall because your shoelace is untied, and they help you tie
it. (Richard )
*

*

*

We hang out together, we have fun together. Sean is in my class and in cub scouts
with me; we have a lot of fun. (Seamus)
*

*
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*

If you are sad, a friend will make you smile; she can walk with you and play jump
rope and you will feel good. (Jasmine)
*

*

*

If they are not mean you; they can be your friends, if they are nice. (Audrey)
One may argue that these descriptions are evidence of an emerging intimacy between
children. However, Kindergarten and first grade children did not provide narratives rich
in examples of intimacy like the older children interviewed. In addition, the dimension of
reliable alliance did not figure prominently in children’s descriptions of friendships.
This may be due to the fact that at this time in development, disagreements and conflicts
lead to the termination of friendships—albeit temporary “breaks.” When this researcher
asked Audrey if the two girls in the photograph (both intraethnic and interethnic dyads)
could stay friends after having had a “fight” about what to play, Audrey replied: “How
can they be friends? She doesn’t want to play with her!” Most of the Kindergarten and
first grade children categorically refuted the idea that children could stay friends after a
conflict. In contrast, fourth and fifth graders understood that friends disagree and have
conflicts and that the friendships may survive.
Fourth/Fifth Grade
All six dimensions of friendship (Intimacy, Emotional Security, Reliable Alliance,
Self-validation, Help, and Companionship) featured prominently in these older children’s
description of the qualities that make up a friend or best friend in interethnic/interracial
friendships.
I think a friend is someone who you can share all your thoughts and ideas with,
and [someone] who we are comfortable sharing our secrets. . . and who will try to
cheer you up from feeling sad or something and will help you out. (April)
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This description illustrates the dimensions of intimacy, emotional security, and help. As
does Della’s example (below) of how a friend can be supportive to another.
Last year my cat died and they, Shanda and Jackie, help me feel better about it. . .
they did things to keep that out of my mind.
When Brianna’s father left for the war in Iraq, she felt that her friends provided her with
much support, emotional security, companionship, intimacy and help:
A friend is somebody that you can trust and will help you when you are down. . .
when my dad left for the first time, they [friends] try to cheer me up. Or, they try
to talk to me about it or tell me what I should do. They just stuck by me the whole
day, and they told me it would be OK; he would be back soon.
Most of the children described friends as children who provide self-validation and
suspend negative judgment. Children can be honest and be themselves around such
friends.
A best friend is someone who is nice and won’t laugh at you, and who appreciates
you for who you are. (Chris)
*

*

*

If I wanted to build something weird for the science fair, like, say, a crazy dog
food dispenser or something, I wouldn’t tell other kids because they would make
fun of me. With my friends, like the two girls we talked about earlier, they
wouldn’t make fun of it. They would say “that’s cool!” “You should do it!”
(Della)
*

*

*

A friend is someone that... if you tell them a secret, and you ask for his opinion,
I think you would probably get their real opinion. But, they would not laugh at
you. (Brian)
Children described friends and best friends providing emotional/psychological
support even under duress exhibiting an alliance that is enduring and reliable.
A good friend is someone you can trust, and someone you hang out with.
Someone that if a bully comes up to you, they could stand up for you and not run
off. (April)
Della, a European American child, who describes her two best friends as Pakistani and
African American, describes an incident in which some white children in the class were
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badgering children of color by calling them “slaves’' and using ethnic/racial slanders. Her
friendship was demonstrated by “standing up" to the bullies and comforting the friends
who had been the targets of the bullying.
I was trying to get him to stop, and I was also trying to make my friends feel
better. I told him [the bully] that what he was saying wasn’t true. I told him to
stop saying that. . . you [to the targets of the bully] shouldn’t be bothered by it,
because you know it’s not, that it’s not really, what you really are.

Friendship as a Developmental Phenomenon
Interestingly, fourth and fifth grade children described friendships as
developmental in nature in that they change over time. Indeed, the process of friendship
making itself as described as developmental.
Being friends becomes bigger and bigger. It starts out with a handshake, a “hi”,
and then it gets bigger. You start hanging out with him and then it gets bigger like
that. You go over to his house and you meet his mom and stuff like that.
In the narrative above, Chris, a fourth grade boy, describes friendship as
something that “gets bigger” or grows and develops in time; his explanation resonates
with an ecological systems’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) perspective on a child’s perception
of any given phenomenon. As one may note, Chris describes this expanding, growing
process as one in which the relationship that is expanding develops as an increasingly
more intimate relationship that begins in one context such as school and extends and
expands into other contexts of family, home and community. Below, Linda expresses a
similar understanding of the developmental process of friendship making.
Most of my best friends I met them in third grade, like Monique, but I have some
from, like, when 1 went to preschool. We played together and then we just kept
being together even when we changed classes. Like now I see her on the
playground and at lunch and we talk all the time, and even on the phone, if I do
my homework and my mom lets me.
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Interethnic/Interracial Friendships as a Developmental Phenomenon
While all of the Kindergarten children reported having “different” friends, i.e.,
“different colors”, “different languages”, of the ten fourth and fifth graders that
participated in the interviews, four of the five African American children and two of the
five European American children shared interethnic/interracial friendships. Furthermore,
when this researcher interviewed younger children using photographs of
ethnically/racially different children, young children mixed dyads and groups
interethnically when answering questions regarding whom could be friends with whom.
Ethnicity and race were not salient when this interviewer asked general questions. Ethnic
and racial cues only became salient when this researcher asked children to point out and
tell her which dyads of children shared a more intense friendship. It was not until children
were asked to rank-order the intimacy in friends’ dyads, that ethnicity/race differences
became pronounced.
Della and Devon provide interestingly different explanations for a decrease in
intergroup friendships as children mature. Della, a European American girl, posits that
children go from being innocent and unaware of issues of race to aware of racial
differences and racial preferences, which she believes they learn from parents. She
explains that as some white children get older, they bully children of color. This, she
hypothesizes, may be a cause in the decrease of intergroup friendships. Devon, an
African American boy, also offers an explanation that Kindergarteners “play with
everybody.” As children who are focused on having fun, they are not discriminating in
the company that they keep. However, he offers that he, who does, indeed, have many
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interethnic friendships would prefer the company of a friend that is “the same as me” to
discuss intimate feelings, which he believes, only his “same” friend could understand.
After discussing difficulties that fifth-grade children of color have in the
classroom as they are sometimes bullied by classmates who use racial/ethnic slurs and
insults, Della, a European American girl, explains that this is not the case with younger
children, who she believes are incapable of such prejudiced behavior.
1 would say I haven’t really seen it [bullying and insulting children with
ethnic/racial slurs] in kindergarten or first grade or second grade because they,
you know, they’re just kindergarteners and first graders and second graders [they]
just want to have lots of friends—want to have a good time—and they don’t really
care what color you are or what you believe. They don’t know about prejudice
and races and stuff. And so when you are bigger and get to a higher grade you
learn about that and then you start realizing that you don’t really like this or that,
or someone from a different race or ethnicity, and you start calling them names.
Della notices that young children cooperate and play together and that as children mature
some learn racism and prejudice. She exemplifies an understanding of young children as
innocent, naive, and “color blind” corrupted by prejudice as they grow older. This belief
represents a lay theory of prejudice commonly found among adults (Esses & Hodson,

2006).
Another European American girl, Sofia, who has no interethnic friends offers
another reason that children share a decreasing number of intergroup friends as they
become older. Her explanation that intragroup friendship circles are normative will be
discussed in a later section of this chapter.
Well, I guess people are used to, I guess kids are used to being with the people
that they were always friends with, and I guess it just happens. You just get more
friends with the people you are used to and you spend more and more time with
them when you get older.
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Interestingly, Della and Sofia illustrate the two concepts that have been described in the
literature and research on the decrease of intergroup friendships in children: outgroup
prejudice and ingroup preference. Researchers (Aboud, 2003) have been attempting to
“unpack” these two concepts and understand whether or not they are mutually exclusive.
This issue will be discussed in the next chapter. In addition, it is important to note that
Sofia, believes that ingroup friendships (preference) are an almost-naturally progressive
phenomenon and does not attribute exclusion of out-group peers as a function of
prejudice but of personal choice.
Devon, an African American boy, explains that relationships change in time. As
an African American boy with many interethnic/interracial relationships he draws a
distinction between “same” race friendships and “not the same” race friendships that may
explain a decrease in intergroup friendships over time.
The Kindergarteners just want to play with everybody. They are all friends, and it
doesn’t matter if you are the same or not. . . But, for me sometimes when I am
sad, like, they [same ethnicity/race friend] could understand. When a best friend
of mine, and he was the same as me, when he moved, I was really sad, and I
would talk to my other friend that was the same as me, and he really know, knew
how I felt. So he really helped me allot when that happened.
Devon perceives that his intragroup friend will better understand his feelings than a
friend of a different ethnic/racial background. The intimacy of the “sad” situation
required that Devon share his feelings with someone with whom he felt close and
comfortable. Devon can hold both positive perceptions of inter and intragroup friendships
at the same time demonstrating that, at least for him, these two “categories” of
friendships are not mutually exclusive.
Though Kindergarten and first grade children were more likely to speak positively
of intergroup friends’ dyads and their fourth and fifth grade companion thought of them
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as less likely to be prejudiced, it is important to note that Kindergarten children
demonstrated high levels of outgroup homogeneity (the belief that outgroup children of
the same ethnicity/race are more similar than two ingroup children). Kindergarteners
thought that children of a different ethnic/racial background than themselves were more
similar to children of their same ethnicity/race. Seamus, a European American boy
explains These two [African American boys] like the same games”. Later, when asked
whether two European American boys liked the same games, he stated “maybe. I don’t
know”. Two other kindergarten children answered in a similar manner exhibiting
thinking that reflects outgroup homogeneity.
The next two sections describing how children perceive intergroup and intragroup
friendships are based on fourth and fifth grade interviews. Kindergarten and first grade
children did not provide descriptions of inter- and intragroup friendships that differed
enough to draw conclusions about the fact that they see these friendships as qualitatively
different. Older children, on the other hand, did offer explanations about the way
intergroup and intragroup friendships differ. Following are the themes and data that
pertain to these distinctions.

How Do Children Describe Intergroup Friendships?
Overall, children describe intergroup friendship as less common, rewarding, and
more difficult to initiate and maintain. Children describe having less interethnic than
intraethnic friendships i.e. “About like three [close friends] are not the same cultural
background as me, and, like, ten are the same cultural background as I am”(Chris). They
are rewarding in that children describe them as learning opportunities to learn about
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different ways of being, thinking, playing, and living than the ways they know from their
own upbringings and families. On the other hand, they describe these friendships as ones
that are more challenging as learning to do things in different ways than one already
knows may be difficult. In addition, these friendships may be less stable. There are more
barriers to these friendships (discussed in a section later in this chapter); thus, they are
more vulnerable to termination.
When talking about interethnic friendships, Letrell states that one of the positive
aspects of these relationships is the inherent possibilities of engaging in activities that are
“new” or unfamiliar due to the fact that children of different ethnicities may have
differing interests: “Spanish people might have a lot of different hobbies than White
people and Black people.” This idea was voiced by all of the children involved in
interethnic friendships. Below are some examples of the ways in which children learn
about new ways of being:
1 think that some of the things that are good [about having interethnic friendships]
are that they [friends of different ethnic backgrounds] can teach you a lot of
things. . . they can teach you things you don’t know, or things you don’t know
how to do. They may have allot of different hobbies that they like, but you don’t.
They might teach you how to do them.
Without further analysis it may appear that children are interpreting these relationships as
they relate to the code “learning things” as vehicles to learning about different traditions
and the differing cultural manifestations associated with these. However, children’s
interviews reveal that “learning things” is also more complex and nuanced than the most
superficial understanding of this code. In fact, in the excerpt below, Della reveals that this
learning is also about learning about different ways of being and understanding these
ways of being as acceptable, legitimate, and meaningful.
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sometimes my friends will ask me why I don’t eat it, why I don’t eat that meat. I
explain to them why, and they just say “OK”, and we leave it at that. . . that
doesn’t bother them. . . We do allot of things different. . . and sometimes we learn
to do things from each other. (Della)
Devon further explains that there are advantages to having interethnic friends,
rather than having only intraethnic friends:
I think that they [children who do not make intergroup friends] would probably
have a couple ot things that they like to do or something, and they will have that
for, like, the rest of their life. . . A lot of different people, who have different
friends, they will learn a lot more things because they will have a lot more
different friends, different backgrounds, and they will teach you more things.
While learning new things is identified as a benefit of interethnic friendships, it is
simultaneously described as difficult. It is sometimes arduous to adapt and do things
differently than one is used to doing. Consider Letrell’s explanation, which demonstrates
both the opportunities and challenges of navigating intergroup friendships:
I noticed that my friends who are the same cultural background like me, like kind
ot the same stuff as I do. . .my friends who aren’t the same cultural background as
me like different things than we like. So the good things about having different
friends is that you can do different things and learn something new. But the bad
things is that you have to try to make yourself like the same things that they do,
and try to do it right. . .try to do it as good as they do. Like if you are not used to
it, and you make yourself like it.
Devon echoes Letrell’s sentiment and adds another important disclosure about the
difficulties that children of color face as they create and maintain relationships with
children of the dominant group. He explains that he must learn how to do things
differently and “good” (or “right” as Letrell explains). The fact that these boys illustrate
the idea that European American children set the standard for what is “good” or “right” is
important to note and will be discussed in the last discussion chapter.
You might have to try a lot harder to get to have a friend who isn’t the same as
you. You have to listen to music that you are not used to liking and playing
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different sports that you don’t. You have to, you know, like, be like, be like, be
like them. . .try to be like, be as good and nice as the other person is.
While most children who engage in interethnic friendships express learning new things as
rewarding and positive, it seems that for these two African American children learning
“new things” may also involve learning that the “acceptable” ways of being derive from
the dominant white discourse. The two European American children who have interethnic
friendships that were interviewed did not express having to “change” or adapt to
participate in these friendships. Rather, they experienced “learning new things” while
being themselves. From their narratives, one learns that they participate in intergroup
friendships without having to compromise their identities. When I asked Chris, a
European American boy with interracial/interethnic friends, if it was “harder” to make
and maintain these friendships, he responded:
I think it’s, I think it’s harder at first but after a time and time it gets easier. .
.because the guy would be like a stranger, . . . you wouldn’t know what they do in
their spare time, where they just hang out with their friends, or just, like, stay at
home and just relax and watch TV, stuff like that. . .but after a while, they will
start to be closer and closer like friends and he’ll do things with you; after you get
to know them a while, you get a little bit closer and start to become real friends.

Like his African American cohort, Chris finds that these relationships have to be
negotiated. However, he emphasizes that after getting to know children of a different
background, “they” (children in the “outgroup”) will begin to do things “with you”. As
one may note, when African American children speak of negotiating these relationships
they emphasize having to learn to do things in the manner of the European American
children. In addition, when African American children speak of these relationships, they
present an ambivalent attitude as they find these relationships worthwhile and
challenging at the same time, which seems appropriate in cases where children must

110

adopt and acculturate to different ways of being. After an exchange between this
researcher and Letrell regarding the costs and benefits of these relationships, consider
Letrell’s response, indicative of the above-mentioned ambivalence: “Sometimes, some
days I feel like there is no use for it [making interethnic friendship], and other days I feel
like it’s good and there is a use for it—it’s hard, it’s hard to explain.”

How Do Children Describe Intragroup Friendships?
Intragroup friendships are familiar and, therefore, less difficult to negotiate. These
friendships are described as “comfortable” and less labor-intensive. When children were
shown photographs of same ethnicity/race friends dyads, they often remarked that those
children “look like they are from the same neighborhood” or “they look like they are kind
of related.” Proximity, similarity, and familiarity appear often in intragroup friendships
descriptions. These factors support the maintenance of intragroup friendships. Children
describe external factors that support intragroup friendships. Consider Linda’s (African
American girl) response to a question regarding an intragroup friends’ dyad:
I think that they are friends because, they look like they come from the same
school. . . she probably hangs out with people that she knows a lot better, and,
like, she can talk to them more. . . their moms know each other and they hang out
together. . . it’s like, I notice, like every day this girl named Erin, she and her best
friend Sophie, they always meet Erin’s mom outside, and she always says, her
mom always says, “hi” to all her other close friends.
Hence, Linda understands a connection between parental support of intragroup friendship
circles and children’s friendship choices.
Intragroup friendships are often described as more intimate and easier to
negotiate. Some children referred to them as “comfortable” as in “it is easier to be
comfortable” [in intragroup friendships]. Children state that same-race/same-ethnicity
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children “look like they always talk to each other” or “understand each other a lot” or
“they feel more good around each other”. On the other hand, they are more predictable,
and children do not “learn as much” from one another in these relationships. Devon,
quoted earlier stated:
1 think that they [children who do not make intergroup friends] would probably
have a couple of things that they like to do or something, and they will have that
for, like, the rest of their life. . . A lot of different people, who have different
friends, they will learn a lot more things because they will have a lot more
different friends, different backgrounds, and they will teach you more things.
Some children describe the nuances and differences in inter- and intra- group
relationships and believe that intragroup relationships, while comfortable, can be
“boring” and limiting.
Both African American and European American children, who share intergroup
friendships, seem to value both their interethnic and intraethnic friendships, each for
different reasons. It appears that European American children, who do not have
interethnic friendships, are not as cognizant of the benefits they may be missing by not
having these relationships. European American children without interethnic friends
simply described the lack of intergroup friendships as “normal.” In their view exclusive
intragroup friendship circles “just happen like that.” This is congruent with the notion
that white children, who possess “racial privilege” are unaware of this privilege and its
accompanying high social status position and simply understand their way of being as
“normal” or “normative” (Spencer, 2006). These children do not see that they are
“missing out” on relationships that could be beneficial because these relationships would
have to be created with “lower status” children of color (Jackson et. al., 2006). Children’s
prejudice and racial privilege are unexamined silent barriers to intergroup friendships.
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Thus, while children who experience being “different” must think about crossing ethnic,
racial, religious, social class, cultural, and language barriers regularly, children in the
dominant group do not necessarily have to engage in such thinking. In addition, some of
the European American children interviewed demonstrated prejudice and racially
stereotyped thinking, which constitutes a significant barrier in interethnic relationship¬
building. Data pertaining to prejudice and racial stereotyped thinking will be presented in
the next section on the barriers to intergroup friendships.

What are the Barriers to Interethnic Friendships?
Racial Attitudes and Beliefs, Preiudice, and Exclusion
Kindergarten children often noted that children of the same ethnicity/race were
the same or more the same when asked to describe children in an intragroup dyad.
However, the fact that children note the physical differences of children of different
ethnicities does not inform our understanding of how they make meaning of these
differences. The data garnered from the Kindergarten and first grade interviews do not
answer these questions adequately. There is some evidence of racial prejudice and
nascent racial prejudice in the statements made by some of the first graders i.e. “I can
make friends with Black kids, but only the nice ones” (Ben, European American boy).
However, this researcher simply did not have enough data to amply discuss the racial bias
and prejudice in this small Kindergarten and first grade sample.
On the other hand, this researcher noted two distinct manifestations of racial bias
and prejudice as reported and expressed by the children in this fourth and fifth grade
sample. The first was a vociferous and observable outgroup prejudice by white children

113

(i.e. children’s use of racial slurs, insults referring to ethnic differences, etc.) observed by
both children of color and white children, who have friends of different ethnicities/racial
identities (for example, the narrative provided by Della regarding an incident during
which children of color were taunted and teased by peers calling them “slaves”). The
second manifestation of racial bias and prejudice was a more subtle one: a denial of that
discrimination, prejudice, and racial bias voiced by white children with no intergroup
friendships that contributes to their inability to see exclusive intragroup friendships as
exclusionary.
Both children of color and white children who share interethnic friendships
reported the presence of ethnic/racial discrimination in the school and believe that this
prejudice constitutes a barrier to intergroup friendships. As reported earlier in this
chapter, Della, a European American girl with two “best friends” of color, reported
incidents in which white children in her class called children of color “slaves.” She
reports that this taunting is harmful and “hurts their [children of color] feelings.” Chris, a
European American boy, reports that Asian children have been called “flat faces;” he,
too, believes this type of name calling “is very hurtful.” Linda, an African American girl,
reflects that “if you have people calling you names, then, you are not ever gonna be
friends!” These data clearly exemplify the outgroup prejudice that mitigates
interethnic/interracial friendships.
Another form of prejudice is more subtle. European American children without
interethnic friends made comments stating that discrimination is “bad” and that it
happened “a long time ago.” The two children quoted below both do not share any
interethnic/interracial friendships.
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A long time ago, 1 think, I am not sure, I don’t think White people and Black or
Africans talk to each other that much, a long time ago. I think it’s bad that they
didn’t like each other. (Brian)
*

*

*

Most White kids like me know about discrimination and stuff. And, well, I don’t
like it, what did happen, even though that was like a million years ago. . . Now we
all can make friends. (Sofia)
While acknowledging that discrimination and excluding children due to ethnic
and racial identity is “bad,’ these children did not see their lack of interethnic friendships
as connected to exclusion or discrimination; rather, these children saw that their exclusive
intraethnic friendships were simply circumstantial:
Well, I guess people are use to, I guess kids are used to being with the people that
they are always friends with, and I guess it just happens. (Sofia)
Sofia and Brian believe that discrimination happened “a million years ago” or “a long
time ago” illustrates that they do not believe discrimination is an issue today, certainly
not in their classrooms. Sofia, for example, sees a rise in intragroup friendships as
children grow older as a matter of personal choice. This social-conventional reasoning
has been observed in previous studies. Children who do not believe that gender and racial
discrimination exist are more likely to explain the exclusion of “cross-race” peers as a
personal decision (Killen, Crystal, & Ruck, 2004).
Below, Brian expresses another form of racial bias:
I used to [have an African American friend]. I was in every one of his classes
until third grade. No, I think it was second grade. So from my pre-K till second
grade I was in his classes and that, but then he wasn’t in my classes any more. I
think [pause] he was held back. I don’t think he must have finished all his work.
It is important to note that the child that Brian is referring to was not held back.
Rather, he moved to another school. The fact that Brian believes that this boy did not
finish his work and was held back is significant especially in the context of the rest of his
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interview. At one point in the interview, for example, when this researcher asked Brian if
he had any friends of different ethnic/racial background in his neighborhood, Brian
responded that he did not because his mother is “very careful” (this data will be discussed
in a later section on adults’ role in intergroup friendship formation and maintenance).
Children who have intergroup friendships describe children who do not as
children who do not appreciate or understand “difference.” Children with intergroup
friendships view children who do not appreciate these diverse friendships as rigid. Chris,
a European American boy, who shares several interethnic friendships, shares a sports
analogy that describes the rigidity of those children who do not appreciate or take the
time to see beyond superficial differences, which he later describes as differences in
“skin.”
Some people feel like they can only be friends with certain [intragroup] people
because they will be the same; but some of my friends, like from my basketball
team, are black and we are still good friends, like me an Devon that I told you
about. . .we still have allot of fun together. . .but some kids are not like that, like I
notice it sometimes. . . there is one kid that tries to tell me that just because I
couldn’t catch a ball, like because we are playing in a football game, and I
couldn’t catch the ball, and he said “Oh my God, you can’t catch the ball!” But I
can throw; I can throw far and good. So, one person isn’t good at everything but
he might be good at something else, like catching or throwing or running a
football. . . so when we are different that can be good because we are still going to
win if one is good at throwing and one at catching and one at running even though
one is not good at everything.
Chris’ explanation of the attitudes that act as barriers to intergroup friendships are related
to exclusion and a lack of appreciation for the unique experience of individual children.
Experiences with discrimination and perceived threat of discrimination also
constitute a barrier to intergroup friendships for children of color interviewed. In order to
feel safe in a friendship, the children of color interviewed often retreated to the comfort
of the “familiar' intragroup. These intragroup friends were described as children who
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were able to understand experiences of marginalization. “My friends that are the same as
me understand what I’m going through” (Letrell).
Adults as Barriers in the Formation and Maintenance of Intergroup Friendships
Data pertaining to children’s observations of how adults may act as barriers to
intergroup friendships formation and maintenance is presented in this section.

Parents
Parents transmit racial attitudes and beliefs. They physically facilitate play and
friendship opportunities both by positioning their children in specific neighborhoods and
schools and by transporting children to extracurricular activities or play dates (Ladd,
1992; Ladd & Coleman, 1993). Parents’ own racial attitudes are transmitted to children
and influence their children’s choices regarding intergroup friendships, which further
reinforce racial attitudes and beliefs. Thus, parents may act both as mitigating, or
supportive, factors to the formation and maintenance of intergroup friendships. Most
importantly, fourth and fifth grade children were cognizant of the importance that
parental modeling and behavior have on their own friendship choices.
When this interviewer asked Brian, a European American child with no
intergroup friends, whether it was easy or hard to make friends with boys of different
ethnicity/race he stated “Well, it’s not that hard but it’s not that easy. It’s kind of in the
middle.” When I asked about what makes these friendships sometimes “easy” and
sometimes “hard,” he stated: “Yea, I guess the hard parts are like if maybe you can’t go
over to his house until your mom meets him and meets his mom or stuff like that.” When
I asked Brian whether this process of the “meeting mothers” was “hard” to do for the
friends he currently has (all same race/ethnicity friends), he stated “No. They all have
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nice moms.” I followed: “Is it harder for moms to agree and be friendly if they are from
different backgrounds?” He answered: “It depends on if they are nice. Like if they are
nice with my mom. She is just, she is. . .[pause] what do we say? Very careful.”
Consider Letrell’s observations of how parents may act as barriers to interethnic
friendships as they emphasize and support their own and their children’s intraethnic
friendships and exclude interethnic friends:
They [children and parents of children who have intraethnic friendships] might
find other people who are the same cultural background are the more interesting
than ones who aren’t the same cultural background. They might treat them
differently. . . Like being nice to them and invite them to your house and invite
them to your birthday parties and stuff like that. . . They might see their parents
having friends who are only the same cultural background.
Della echoes all of the children who describe parental influences as important mitigating
factors in intergroup friendships. In response to my question about why some children do
not make interethnic/interracial friendships, she responded:
They probably have been taught, or they just don’t think that they should. . .
maybe their parents told them something bad about someone else that’s from a
different country or believes something different.
When viewing photographs depicting an intragroup friend dyad, Linda explained that the
two girls “looked like” they got along well. She also stated that these two girls’ mothers
probably spent time together: “their mom, like her mom and the other girl’s mom, their
moms know each other and they hang out together.” This was an important contributor to
the friendship. Therefore, it is apparent that the children interviewed understood parental
attitudes and parental preferences in friendships influence the formation and maintenance
of intragroup friendships. Later in this chapter, this writer will discuss how parental
attitudes and behaviors may positively influence intergroup friendships.
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Teachers
Another important group of adults who featured in children’s narratives are
teachers. Teachers are described as models by children in this study. Thus, like parents,
they may act as facilitators or barriers in the friendship formation of children of different
ethmcities/races. Teachers may act as barriers to intergroup friendships in two ways:
when they do not respond to critical incidents involving racial bias and prejudice, which
creates an emotionally unsafe space for children, and when they do not provide or
facilitate opportunities for children to interact in interethnic/interracial group situations.
When teachers do not interrupt incidents informed by racial prejudice such as the abovementioned incidents described by the children, they are complicit in the perpetuation of
racial bias, thus contributing to an atmosphere that is not conducive to intergroup contact.
The absence of an intervention that would both send a message to the perpetrators of
racist behavior as well as comfort to the targets of the racism is noticed by children.
I think you [teachers] should talk to the children who were doing it and explain
why it’s not OK, why it hurts their feelings . . . ‘cause they just really feel sad,
because, you know, it’s a really bad thing to say that. . . and, if they keep doing it,
maybe you should talk to their parents or something.
When this interviewer asked Della, a European American girl who tried to comfort her
friends of color after they had been called “slaves”, how her teacher reacted and
disciplined the white children who were bullying her friends, Della stated:
Well, she usually gives them, like you know, some homework constraints,
because she doesn’t want to embarrass them, like, in front of the whole class.
Plus, she has probably called their house.
The fact that the teacher did not intervene to end the racial taunting in a public manner
constitutes a barrier to intergroup friendships as it creates a classroom climate in which
prejudice is unexamined and reinforced by an authority figure (Cohen, 1984; Cohen &
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Lotan, 1995). Incidents of unexamined prejudice can institutionalize racism in the
classroom: if children of color are not emotionally attended to while white children’s
emotional safety is privileged and preserved a system of unequal status, power, and
privilege is reinforced. As the children themselves understand, children will not be
creating intergroup friendships in a context in which racism and prejudice are present.
The absence of factors/interventions that support intergroup friendships
constitutes another barrier to the formation of these relationships (Cohen, 1984; Cohen &
Lotan, 1995; Molina & Wittig, 2006). Another critical absence children discussed was
the lack of opportunities for quality intergroup contact both in a social and academic
context. For example, Brian stated that when he was younger and in earlier grades “my
teacher would take us out to play kick ball. So, we would make friends that way,
basically like that.” Indeed, all children in the study concurred that play diminishes as
children ascend in grade level. Children explained that intergroup facilitation, which used
to center on playing together, no longer occurs in later grades. Thus, a combination of deemphasized intergroup play, ability grouping practices, and children’s self-segregation
create pronounced intragroup dynamics in the classroom. All ten of the fourth and fifth
grade children mentioned that a way to support interethnic friendships is to allow
children to “work together” or “be in groups together.” Therefore, the absence of these
group opportunities constitutes another barrier. Children’s suggestions to address these
barriers will be presented in a section titled “What Supports Facilitate Intergroup
Friendships?” found later in this chapter.
It is important to note that teachers’ practices are often driven by the school’s
organizational culture and system; thus, grouping practices should also be discussed in
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the context of school organization practices that act as contextual mitigating factors to the
formation and maintenance of intergroup friendships.
Contextual Barriers to the Formation and Maintenance of Interuroup Friendships
The children interviewed spoke about the extension of in-school friendships into
their neighborhoods and homes as an important aspect of friendship maintenance and
growth. Conversely, friendships that do not extend out of school are compartmentalized
and described as friendships in a specific context i.e. “school friend” or “basketball
friend,” etc. The fact that most of the children interviewed, regardless of whether or not
they had intergroup friendships, mentioned “sleep overs,” “birthday parties,” “going
over” to friends' homes as an integral part of best or good friendships should be noted.
Therefore, the fact that most of the children interviewed live in racially segregated and
homogeneous neighborhoods, presents itself as a contextual barrier to their real or
potential intergroup friendships. Below, Aubre illustrates this idea.
You might not like him [a boy from a different ethnicity/race] because you
haven’t met him that good. . . ‘cause sometimes there’s not enough time to meet
someone that good in school and I take the bus so I don’t see him until the next
day at school.
While talking about an interethnic friendship that he is attempting to maintain, Letrell
explained that it was more difficult to cultivate than other friendships. He explained that
“we live far away” as Letrell is bussed to school from an adjacent neighborhood to the
neighborhood in which the school is situated. I asked how living far away affected his
friendship:
Friends who live in the same neighborhood, they might just, like, do homework
together and go to the park together, and friends who don’t live in the same
neighborhood, it’s hard for us to get to the friends who are in a different
neighborhood to do homework or stuff like that.
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Thus, proximity, which is a determinant of friendship in the friendship literature
(Hallinan & Williams, 1989) figured prominently in the children’s analysis of their own
intergroup friendships.
Extracurricular activities also featured prominently in children’s narratives
regarding contexts in which relationships grow. Extracurricular activities will be
discussed in the section on factors that facilitate intergroup friendships. However, it is
important to note that when after school programs and extracurricular activities are not
present, or are segregated, this absence constitutes a contextual barrier to intergroup
friendships. When I asked Brian what could be done to facilitate intergroup friendships
he replied “they could make some clubs or a basketball team.” Brian saw the absence of
these activities at his school as a potential barrier to positive intergroup relationships.

What Supports/Facilitates Intergroup Friendships?
Adults Providing Support to the Formation and Maintenance of Intergroup Friendships

Parents
As stated earlier, parents may mitigate or ameliorate children’s experiences of
intergroup friendships in several important ways. Parents influence children’s
understanding of these relationships by explicitly or implicitly transmitting their beliefs.
In addition parents position children in specific cultural contexts and facilitate play and
friendship groups with either exclusive ethnically/racially homogeneous groups or by
providing inclusive ethnically/racially heterogeneous group experiences.
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Kindergarteners and first graders seem to pay close attention to their parents’
words on the subject ot race/ethnicity and friendship-making. A European American first
grader reports that my dad said I m allowed to invite Jamal [an African American boy]
to my birthday party . . . he’s never been to my house.” As reported earlier, when I asked
whether an African American and European American boy depicted photographically
could be friends, he stated that they could, citing his mother: “my mom says it doesn’t
matter what color they are.”
As noted in an earlier section, children in fourth and fifth grade are aware of the
parental processes that influence their ideas of intergroup relationships, racial bias, and
prejudice. Conversely, children understand when parents value interethnic/interracial
relationships. Devon explained that
My parents, they really like me having friends of different backgrounds or some
other different friends because then I will learn a lot more things than just, say, I
had more friends that are only of my skin color or my race or something.
This researcher asked Devon whether his parents explicitly told him that he should make
friends with children of different ethnic/racial/cultural backgrounds. He told me that his
parents did not tell him to do so. Hence, this researcher asked how Devon knew his
parents’ wishes were that he have these intergroup friendships.
I just know it because my dad has a lot of different friends, and, then, my mom
does too; and they just want me to have different friends too. They like having
their friends, and they want me to have that too.
When this researcher asked Sofia, a European American girl who reports having friends
who are “the same as me,” what parents could do to encourage their children to make
friends with children of different ethnic backgrounds, Sofia responded: “well, they [her
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parents] could make friends with the kid’s [child of different ethnicity] parents.” She
adds:
and, they [Sofia’s parents] can like tell you about how nice the person is or
something, tell you about the person in a way that you feel better about making
friends with that person.
Sofia clearly exemplifies that she would like her parents to help and facilitate her
friendship making.
Children understand that their parents’ own friendships as well as their
ethnic/racial attitudes directly impact their own childhood friendship experiences. Thus,
parental modeling and transmission of beliefs and attitudes regarding intergroup
friendships need not be explicit. Parents do not lecture children on whether or not to
create inter- or intragroup friendships. However, parents model the types of relationships
they want their children to share. In addition, parents choose neighborhoods, schools,
after school activities, and play groups for their children; thus making important
contributions to their friendships’ formations (Ladd, 1992).

Teachers
Kindergarteners believe their teachers facilitate friendships by both stating rules
i.e. “the rule is everybody in this class is a friend,” “the rule is be nice to everyone,” and
by providing opportunities for children to play and be together. When Kindergarteners
and first graders are asked how teachers help to support friendships between children of
different ethnicity/race, they answer:
We play Turn to Your Neighbor with Ms. Salerani. We all sit on the floor in the
circle and we have to be friends to our neighbor. And, we have a snack together
and play. Oh, and we play at the playground when it’s not raining. (Jasmine)
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*

*

*

You have to be nice to everyone because it’s the rule. . . being nice means that we
have to share. . . being nice means that if Brian wants to play I have to let him
play too. (Darryl)
Kindergarteners did not make a distinction between strategies employed to promote
intergroup or intragroup friendships.
Most of the fourth and fifth grade children interviewed made suggestions that
teachers could adopt to facilitate intergroup friendships. Below are some of the strategies
children would ask their teachers to adopt to encourage interethnic and interracial
friendships.
She [teacher] can always assign them to be partners, so they can hang out, or sit at
the table and work together and talk. . . that would help because if they start
talking about the subject, they would probably start talking more about other
things, like, maybe when they are on the playground, they come—they come up to
each other-and they start talking about other things and want them to play with
them. (Linda)
*

*

*

Put different people in one group, and maybe, like, help them. Tell a person,
maybe, tell them to show the other person around and stuff. Maybe like that they
will get friends. (Brianna)
*

*

*

The teacher could put a person that is different from you in the same group as
you, or something, so you can get to know each other, yeah. (Sofia)
*

*

*

I think that when you work with partners, she [teacher] can pick him and have
someone who is a different person than them. . . most of the time, like, they
become friends because they have to solve problems together. (Deon)
As one may note most of the children would like the teacher to support intergroup
contact, which they believe will lead to an increase in friendships. Thus, grouping or
pairing-up children with children of different backgrounds is an important way children
believe teachers can support intergroup friendships.
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All of the children in the fourth and fifth grade sample expressed the need for
intergroup contact. However, a sub-sample of these children qualified their comment by
stating that positive teacher facilitation was needed to ensure positive contact within these
groups. In other words, some children added further conditions to what makes an
intergroup experience one that supports the formation of interethnic/interracial
friendships.
A teacher can walk up to them [children in an ethnically mixed group she/he
created] and talk to them about having friends that are different, different skin
color. . .she can talk to them about trying to make different friends. (Deon)
*

*

*

[teachers could help] ... by showing them [children in an ethnically mixed group
she/he created] how [she] is friends with other cultural background people,
showing them that there are different things that are different to them that they
haven’t tried yet. (Letrell)
*

*

*

I think teachers could focus on the positive things that you both like. . . I think
they could help you because they have been through this, and it probably was
hard, that probably was hard for them as it is for you. (Chris)
Therefore, teachers can create intergroup group work opportunities and facilitate them in
a way that would encourage interethnic friendships. This finding is consistent with
research on optimal intergroup collaborative learning teams (Cohen, 1984; Cohen &
Lotan, 1995; Molina & Wittig, 2006).
Most importantly, interrupting racial prejudice figures prominently as an
important and necessary component of creating the safety necessary for ideal intergroup
contact and friendships. Children express the belief that teachers have the potential to
create this safety in their classrooms. Letrell explains how he understands the difference
between a teacher who cares about and respects interethnic friendships and positive
intergroup contact and one who does not.
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I think that your teacher cares about your [intergroup] friends, because if they see
someone being teased, they try to tell him to stop and make the person who is
getting teased teel better. And, I know they [teacher(s)] don’t care if they just let
it happen in front of them and don’t do anything about it.
*

*

*

Teachers can, they can say—if somebody is being really mean to you, or their
friends are being really mean to you, they can say something to them, and, like
they can cheer you up. They [teachers] can come and work it out. (Linda)
As one may note, the absence of an intervention to interrupt prejudice in the classroom
negatively impacts children ot color. This absence conveys a lack of care for children
being taunted. A classroom climate that is not emotionally safe for all children is not
conducive to positive intergroup contact.

Contextual Support for the Formation and Maintenance of Intergroup Friendships
Children express the belief that working together collaboratively in multicultural
groups will support intergroup friendships. In fact, it has been demonstrated that
collaborative working groups contribute to intergroup friendships (Khmelov & Hallinan,
1999; Slavin & Cooper, 1999). Children in this study thought it was their classroom
teachers’ responsibility to create these groups. However, it should be noted that creating
collaborative groups and adopting a cooperative learning models are practices that must
be sanctioned and adopted by the school’s administrators as teachers often do not have
the power to dissolve an ability grouping system to implement a collaborative model. As
one may recognize, there must be an institutional commitment to change the typically
racially segregated ability grouping and tracking systems of a school. Therefore, the
school system itself could act as a contextual factor to support and ameliorate intergroup
friendships by adopting these collaborative pedagogies (Damico, Bell-Nathaniel &
Green, 2001; Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999). Thus, though children saw grouping
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strategies as the responsibility of teachers, they should be included in this section on
larger contextual support as they may be a function of the school organizational systems
and commitment to collective versus individual learning and pedagogy.
Extracurricular activities were cited as factors that support intergroup friendships.
Chris, a fourth grade European American boy with intergroup friendships, explains that
he maintains these friendships outside of school through basketball “because we are on
the same basketball team, and we see each other after school because they [parents] let us
play basketball or stuff like that”. Extracurricular activities are important as they extend
friendship contact outside of school. Letrell also emphasizes his participation in an
ethnically/racially mixed basketball team that allows him to interact with his intergroup
school friends:
And sometimes some of my friends here [school] are in the same basketball team
that I am, and we go to basketball practice with each other, play with each other,
have fun with each other, and stuff like that.
Thus, children note that friendships that begin in school may be supported by
opportunities to participate in after school clubs and extracurricular activities that bring
children of different ethnic/racial background into contact.
Child, Family, School, Neighborhood, and Values: The Ecology of Friendships
Overall, the data obtained from the interviews with children reveal that intergroup
friendships are understood, created, and maintained by a complex series of factors that
act upon one another interactively. The children interviewed proposed their views on
these relationships based on their observations, perceptions, and experiences that cannot
be divorced from the influential factors that act upon their development. Children’s
perceptions and experiences creating (or not creating) intergroup friendships are
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influenced by their own developing ideas, values, moral reasoning, positive or negative
racial attitudes, and ethnic and racial identity. In turn, the children themselves recognize
that these factors along with the opportunities to create interethnic/interracial friendships
are impacted by parents' and teachers' values and behaviors. Lastly, the children
elucidate that their environment also contributes to the possibility of their intergroup
friendships as they speak of classroom/school structure, neighborhood, and after-school
and extra-curricular activities as important spaces in which to foster these relationships.
Of particular importance are the differences between children’s perceptions of
intergroup friendships in this sample. It is important to note both the similarities and
differences between and among these children. In general Kindergarten and first-grade
childen were more open to intergroup friendships as they experience friendships as
opportunities for play and companionship. On the other hand, fourth and fifth graders are
more selective in their friendships and value the trust, intimacy, and emotional support
that friendships have a potential for offering. As their friendship circles become smaller,
intergroup friendships also decrease.
Fourth and fifth grade children (both European American and African American)
who share intergroup friendships express that they value these relationships deeply. They
speak of their satisfaction with friends who can “teach them” things that are “different”
from what they are accustomed to. An appreciation of “difference” is voiced consistently
by these children. On the other hand, African American children express that these
relationships, though valuable, are more difficult to negotiate as they must adapt and
behave in ways that are consistent with their European American counterparts’ ways of
“doing things”. Thus, these relationships may decrease as children develop as they
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require more “work”. In addition, the African American boys pointed out that intragroup
friends are more intimate as they “understand” what each of the children involved is
experiencing. The two European American children with intergroup friendships, on the
other hand, did not express a need to behave differently. This may be due to the fact that
white children belong to the dominant group’s culture, which is “normative” in this
society.
Among the children without intergroup friendships, negative racial biases, low
parental support, and little opportunity to make intergroup friends in the child’s
environment seemed to be significant factors that act as barriers to these relationships.
Children without intergroup friends espoused that racial discrimination is not a
contemporary problem and recognized it as part of the country’s past. They believe that
“discrimination is bad”; yet, felt that exclusive intragroup friendship circles are normal
and acceptable.

The “What” and “How” of Children’s Perceptions of Intergroup Friendships
After proposing the results obtained from an analysis of the quantitative and
qualitative data, this brief section will offer a summary of these findings, which will be
discussed further in the next chapter. The quantitative results offer a rubric of the “what”
of the topic under study, or significant factors related to children’s perceptions of
intergroup friendships. The qualitative data complement the quantitative data and offer a
“how” of the process of these friendships, or children’s own constructions of the meaning
of these relationships and the factors that influence them.
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Quantitative data reveal a developmental trajectory in the perceptions of
intergroup friendships. Younger children responded more positively to intergroup
friendship dyads than did older children. Furthermore, African American children held
more positive perceptions of intergroup friendships than did European American
children. Girls perceptions of intragroup friendships were more positive than boys’.
Finally, an interaction between grade and race was found when examining perceptions of
intragroup friendships.
Qualitative data support the quantitative findings (both in this dissertation study
and in previous research) that intergroup friendships are a developmental phenomenon,
and that they decrease as children mature. In addition, these data elucidate the complex
nature of intergroup friendships and the individual and contextual factors that act as
either supports that ameliorate these relationships or barriers that mitigate them. Previous
quantitative research has identified children’s attitudes and biases about race, parental
attitudes about race, as well as contextual factors such as classroom racial composition,
neighborhood, and extracurricular activities as important factors that affect the likelihood
of children’s intergroup friendships. The qualitative component of this study adds to our
understanding of how children make meaning of these factors as well as the manner in
which these factors are inextricably interconnected and affect the mechanisms of
intergroup friendship making.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
Overview
After more than fifty years since the landmark Brown v. Board of Education
Supreme Court decision that de-segregated public schools in the United States,
interethnic/interracial friendships among children have remained rare (Aboud et al., 2003;
Graham & Cohen, 1997; Graham et ah, 1998; Hallihan & Smith, 1985; Hallihan &
Texeira, 1987a; Joyner & Kao, 2000; Moody, 2001). Developmental and social
psychologists informed by various theoretical perspectives have set out to study
intergroup contact, intergroup attitudes, and intergroup friendships. With the exception of
Me Glothlin and Killen (2006), few researchers have studied children’s attitudes or
perceptions of intergroup friendships, preferring to investigate the real-life, self-reported
“cross-racial” friendships of children. While extremely important, studies based on
children’s self-reported friendships have not informed the field on the possible
connections between children’s perceptions of these relationships and their participation
in them, an important mechanism to be explored in future research. This study
contributes to this new strain of research by investigating children’s perceptions of
intergroup friendships.
The primary objective of this cross-sectional mixed-methods study was to
investigate the development of children’s perceptions of interethnic/interracial
friendships in a multiethnic elementary school context. To this end, a measure to assess
children’s intergroup friendship perceptions was designed, and both quantitative and
qualitative methodologies were employed to study the phenomenon. Informed by prior
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research, the quantitative portion of the study aimed to obtain data on the trends or
trajectories of children’s intergroup friendship perceptions and whether these differed by
children s age, race/ethnicity, and gender. The qualitative portion of the study aimed to
obtain data based on children's narratives concerning these friendships in order to
investigate how children themselves understand, define, and make meaning of these
bonds. In addition, it was thought that qualitative data could be used to better understand
the quantitative findings.
There is evidence to suggest that children’s intergroup friendships decrease as
children develop and that both race and gender are important factors in intergroup
friendship selection. However, this evidence has been obtained by studying children’s
self-reported friendships. As stated earlier, with the exception of a 2006 study by
McGlothlin and Killen, studies had not yet investigated children’s perceptions of
interethnic/interracial friendships. Thus, a measure, the Perceptions of Intergroup
Friendships Questionnaire, was designed by this researcher to assess children’s
perceptions of intergroup friendships. Employing a picture test technique allowed this
researcher to ask questions about unknown friends’ dyads (depicted photographically)
and asking children to rate and assess these friendships’ potential and quality. The use of
this rating technique with “hypothetical friends” allowed this researcher to tap into
children's perceptions (related to attitudes) rather than children’s experiences (related to
behaviors). The congruence or incongruence between children’s beliefs, attitudes, and
perceptions (measured by this new questionnaire) and children’s behavior (generally
assessed employing sociometric roster techniques) should be explored in future research.
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An exploratory factor analysis conducted on the Perception of Intergroup
Friendships Questionnaire revealed the presence of two factors (intergroup and
intragroup perceptions). A moderate correlation between these factors indicated that
children who demonstrated positive perceptions of intergroup friendships generally held
less positive perceptions of intragroup friendships. These results are closely related to
previous studies that have demonstrated strong correlations between racial attitudes and
intergroup friendships. Results from the use of this assessment measure revealed similar
developmental trends, differences by ethnicity/race (in relation to intergroup
perceptions), and differences by gender (in relation to intragroup perceptions).
The findings related to the use of this measure are important for several reasons.
First, though this measure must be further used and analyzed, it seems that it is, indeed,
tapping into some of the perceptions and attitudes related to intergroup friendship
behavior. Secondly, results obtained through the use of this measure are closely related to
results employing measures of children’s intergroup friendship behavior, indicating that
perceptions of intergroup friendships and friendship formation behavior may be closely
related. Lastly, these conclusions contribute to an understanding that the next iteration of
research must investigate the relationship between intergroup friendship perceptions and
attitudes to intergroup friendship formation and behaviors.
Summary of Findings and Discussion
As stated earlier, both quantitative and qualitative data on children’s perception of
interethnic/interracial friendships confirm previous findings based on children’s real-life
friendships as well as findings related to studies on children’s racial attitudes and
prejudice. Children’s grade and race are significant factors in children’s changing
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perceptions of intergroup friendships, while gender is closely associated with children’s
positive perceptions of intragroup friendships. Each of these findings will be discussed
separately. How and why these factors may be important is explained through the use of
the qualitative data (children’s narratives), which provide a more in-depth, child-centered
explanation of how these relationships are constructed.
Kindergarten and first grade children scored significantly higher and held more
positive perceptions of intergroup friendships than fourth and fifth graders. A sharp
decrease in positive perceptions of intergroup friendships was noted between the earlier
grades (younger children) and the latter grades (older children). This developmental trend
in intergroup perceptions of friendships points to a possible relationship between
intergroup perceptions and an increase in racial bias and prejudice (see Stephan &
Stephan, 2004, for review). In addition, the developmental trend found in this research is
closely associated with findings demonstrating that intergroup friendships decrease as
children grow older (Aboud et al., 2003; Howes & Wu, 1990; Clark & Ayers, 1992;
Graham & Cohen, 1997; Graham et al., 1998).
Overall, African American children scored significantly higher and held more
positive perceptions of intergroup friendships than European American children. This
trend reflects findings in previous research on both prejudice and interethnic/interracial
friendships. Findings that children of color hold more positive perceptions of intergroup
friendships than white children may be related to findings demonstrating that while white
children demonstrate more racial bias and prejudice, children of color are more accepting
of “outgroup” members (see Aboud, 1988, for review; Ramsey & Meyers, 1990). In
addition the current findings support, and may explain, data demonstrating that children
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of color have more “cross-race” friendships than white majority children (Aboud et ah,
2003; Howes & Wu, 1990; Graham & Cohen, 1997; Graham et ah, 1998; Kao & Joyner,
2004).
Qualitative data revealed that children themselves are cognizant of an increase in
racial prejudice and intragroup segregation as well as a decrease in intergroup friendship
formation. While kindergarten and first grade children expressed sharing many
intergroup friendships, fourth and fifth graders clearly explained that a majority of
children share in-group preference, demonstrated by higher numbers of intragroup
friendships. In addition, African American and European American children with
interethnic/interracial friendships in fourth and fifth grade revealed that they are
experiencing and witnessing an increase in racial prejudice as demonstrated by their
perceptions of increased racially prejudiced behaviors and teasing. They eloquently
connect and related an increase in racial prejudice, perpetrated by European American
children, to a decrease in intergroup friendships.
Interviews with younger children revealed that teachers verbalize the necessity for
all children to be friendly, cooperative, and kind to one another. In fact, children in
younger grades are encouraged to refer to one another as “friend” versus “classmate.”
Teachers routinely address children in the classes as “friends.” In addition, young
children explain that teachers encourage “playing together,” “sharing toys,” helping
behaviors, and spend much time engaging the class in games and shared activities. Thus,
children at this young age may be influenced by these messages and the social
conventions they receive from authority figures in their classrooms as well as the
concrete opportunities they are given to interact with one another. In addition a focus on
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play as an important determinant of friendship along with an opportunity to engage in
play would explain more positive perceptions of intergroup friendship as compared to
fourth and fifth graders, who define and understand friendships as more complex
relationships based on trust, intimacy, and more abstract similarities.
Fourth and fifth grade interviews revealed that these children observed a
difference between their experiences in the earlier grades and their present ones. They
explained that while kindergarteners “play with everyone” and are given much
playground time and time to socialize, as older children, they spend less time socializing
and playing and more time on academic tasks (generally in more racially segregated
groups). Furthermore, many other factors may be contributing to fewer intergroup
friendships at this age including an increase in racially prejudiced behaviors and
prejudice by European American children towards the children of color and less
opportunity for meaningful intergroup contact both in school and outside of school that
allow children to become more intimate and close. As illustrated in chapter four of this
dissertation, children express a desire to share interethnic/interracial friendships but
reveal the many barriers to these relationships. A more detailed discussion of the
qualitative data on individual and contextual factors contributing to the trends found in
the quantitative data and voiced by the children themselves is presented later in the next
section of this chapter.
Other important findings worth noting were related to children’s perceptions of
intragroup friendships. Kindergarten and first grade children scored significantly higher
and held more positive perceptions of intragroup friendships than fourth and fifth graders.
A decrease in positive perceptions of intragroup friendships was noted between the
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earlier grades (younger children) and the latter grades (older children). This
developmental trend is important to note as it is demonstrative of the fact that children’s
friendships (both intergroup and intragroup) decrease as they grow older. In fact, as
children’s relationships become more complex and intimate and based in similarities of
activities and values versus focused on play and companionship, children’s friendships
circles tighten (Fehr, 2000). In effect, children become more selective overall in their
friendship formation and maintenance. Thus, more selectivity is likely in children’s
responses to a questionnaire based on perceptions of friendships as they get older. Higher
positive perceptions of intragroup friendships in young children may also be explained by
the fact that young children are attracted to those they perceive as similar to themselves
in terms of age, gender, and race (Aboud, 1996). Young children are more likely than
older children to perceive concrete and visible similarities such as age, gender, and race
to be significant.
Qualitative data illustrate that young children are focused on play, have more
friends, and equate concrete visible “sameness” (similarity of age, gender, and race) with
friendship potential. Older children become more selective over time expecting their
friends to demonstrate loyalty, intimacy, a suspension of negative judgment,
trustworthiness, emotional support, companionship and more abstract and complex
qualities. Kindergarteners explained that friends are those with whom one has fun, plays,
laughs, and shares activities. For fourth and fifth graders friendships are about emotional
support. Therefore, the decline in perceptions of friendship potential and positive
perceptions scores is understood in light of these developmental changes that children,
themselves, can explain.
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Overall, girls scored significantly higher and held more positive perceptions of
intragroup friendships than boys. This trend reflects findings in previous research on both
prejudice and low levels of interethnic/interracial friendships in girls. Findings that girls
hold more positive perceptions of intragroup friendships than boys support results in
other studies demonstrating that girls have fewer interethnic/interracial friendships than
boys (Graham et al., 1998; Hallinan & Texeira, 1987a). Researchers have posited that
girls’ relationships require more communication and intimacy. Boys, who prefer action
and game-and rule-oriented activities, may be less selective of who can participate in
their friendship circles as these activities require less communication and negotiation
since they are governed by prescribed rules and regulations (Aboud & Mendelson, 1996).
Intimacy has been found to be the only friendship quality that is rated as significantly
different between same-race and cross-race friendship dyads (Aboud et al., 2003). Thus,
gender differences in perceptions of intragroup friendships may be related to this
qualitative difference in children’s friendships. In addition, Doyle and Aboud (1995)
reported that “White” girls showed the highest levels of racial/ethnic prejudice in their
study on children’s racial attitudes. High prejudice is related to exclusion of intergroup
peers and higher levels of inclusion of intragroup peers in friendship circles (Killen et al.,

2002).
Of the ten children in the fourth and fifth grade who were interviewed five were
girls. Two of the girls identified as “Black” and both reported having friends of different
cultural and religious backgrounds/ethnicity/race. Three of the girls interviewed
identified as “White”. Only one of these girls reported having friends of different cultural
and religious, ethnic, and racial backgrounds. Two of the European American girls did
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not share interethnic/interracial friendships. Interviews with these two girls revealed
interesting perceptions and attitudes on intragroup friendships. These girls explained that
intragroup friendships simply “happen” and described the development of intragroup
friendships as a normal occurrence explainable by the fact that similar people spend more
and more time together and solidify relationships. It is important to note that this
perspective (intragroup selectivity as “normal”) is associated with racial prejudice, and
children’s “lay theories” of intergroup relations. Children’s racial prejudice is mostly
manifested through “ingroup favoritism” rather than “outgroup derogation” (Cameron,
Alvarez, Ruble, & Fuligni; 2001). Though it would be normal for Kindergarten children
to attribute similarity to similarity in age, gender, and race given their attention to
concrete cues, this attribution of similarity by ethnicity/race in older children
demonstrates prejudicial thinking as older children with their capacity to think more
abstractly should not attribute “sameness” to concrete physiognomic cues.
In addition, these same participants described racial discrimination as a historical
phenomenon and not one present in today’s society. These children did not make
connections between participating exclusively in intragroup friendships and the exclusion
of “out-group” peers due to their ethnic/racial identity. This was a very interesting finding
in relation to prior research on children’s perceptions of discrimination and prejudice and
their moral reasoning. Killen, Crystal, and Ruck (2004) noted that children who do not
believe that gender and racial discrimination exists were more likely to understand the
exclusion of a “cross-race” peer as a personal decision rather than a decision based on
moral grounds. The two European American girls and one European American boy who
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do not participate in interethnic/interracial friendships did explain their “in-group
favoritism" as a personal choice.
In contrast, Della, a European American girl with intergroup friendships, noted
the presence of much prejudice in her classroom and attributed low levels of intergruop
friendships to prejudice and exclusion of peers based on race. Della (as well as Chris—a
European American boy with interethnic/interracial friendships) used moral reasoning to
explain intra- and intergroup friendship dynamics attributing exclusive intragroup
friendships to negative racial attitudes. Again, this finding reflects the work of Killen and
her colleagues (2004), who have noted that children with “cross-race” friendships are
more likely to understand a situation of exclusion based on ethnicity/race employing
moral reasoning rather than social-conventional (personal decision) thinking. Thus, there
may be a connection between the reasoning, moral orientation, and racial attitudes of
children and their perceptions of-and participation in-interethnic/interracial friendships.
Qualitative data revealed other important trends or themes. First, the children of
color interviewed all shared interethnic/interracial friendships. In particular two of the
boys spoke of these relationships as personally meaningful and important as well as
“difficult" to negotiate. One of the boys vacillated between believing that these
friendships are worthwhile and worth abandoning. Two important reasons were noted for
these difficulties that should be discussed. First, children of color noted that in interethnic
friendships, they felt as if they had to change their way of behaving, talking, and
interacting. They perceived the need to do things in the “right” or “good” way. It was
clear to this interviewer that children of color were describing a process by which they
had to demonstrate the behaviors consistent with the behaviors of white children. These
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findings should be discussed in the context of a socio-political, critical race theory
paradigm that elucidates the fact that our society is supporting a culture that equates
dominant white middle-class discourse as “normative” and “acceptable” while relegating
the experiences of children of color as “different” and “marginal.”
The above finding on the ambivalence of children of color to continue their
participation in intergroup friendships is very important in the context of a discussion of
the intersection of children’s ethnic/racial identity development, the experiences of
prejudice, and their perceptions of— and participation in— interethnic/interracial
friendships. Before discussing these, it is important to note that another important theme
expressed by children of color in the context of this discussion was that they felt that
intragroup friends offered more intimacy and understanding of their personal situations
than did intergroup friends. Children of color stated they could share their “feelings”
more readily with other children of color.
The findings above should be couched in a discussion of children’s construction
of ethnic/racial selves. Generally, researchers studying ethnic and racial development
investigate these constructs with adolescents and young adults as theories of ethnic and
racial identity explain that it is during adolescence that young people begin to question
who they are in relation to race and ethnicity. Based on Eriksonian theory, these
researchers note that during adolescence young people begin to identify with a particular
ethnic/racial/cultural group. During this time, they note that adolescents gravitate towards
young people of their same group affiliation often seemingly “self-segregating” (Phinney,
1990; 1997; 2005; Tatum, 1992). In addition, experiencing discrimination and racism
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often accelerates the process of ethnic and racial identity exploration in adolescents (Pahl
& Way, 2006).
Informed by stage theories, proponents of ethnic/racial identity theory have
focused on this social-identity development in adolescence and adults (Phinney, 1989;
1990). However, other theorists understand identity as fluid and active, developing
organically as children experience, are affected, and, in turn, affect the myriad
phenomena around them (Rattansi & Phoenix, 1997). The data obtained from this study’s
interviews reveal that the experience of prejudice and discrimination, coupled with
children s understanding of the difficulties involved in negotiating intergroup
relationships, and the positive feelings and comfort they experience in their intragroup
friendships (which they describe as more intimate), may stimulate the need to “retreat”
into one’s “ingroup” as protection against the discrimination and difficulties experienced.
Thus, the process of identifying with one’s “ingroup” and beginning to disconnect from
interethnic/interracial friendships may be occurring sooner than identity theorists posit.
These interview data point to the fact that perceptions of-and participation ininterethnic/interracial friendships for children of color may be related to their experiences
of racial discrimination and racial prejudice by peers and the institutional racism these
experience reinforce when not interrupted by teachers. These negative intergroup
experiences may accelerate processes of ethnic/racial identity exploration, a phenomenon
already documented in adolescent studies (Pahl & Way, 2006). In the words of Linda, an
African American girl who has witnessed incidents informed in racial prejudice “if you
have people calling you names, then, you are not ever gonna be friends!” This writer
would argue that incidents of prejudice and racism in the classroom and overall school
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environment do not only prevent relationships between those children who are bullying
and the victims of the bullying; rather, these incidents create a negatively-charged
environment that will decrease the likelihood and prevent intergroup friendships overall.
Therefore, exclusive intragroup friendships can be either a function of prejudice (as
expressed in the narratives of European American children without interethnic/interracial
friends) or a protective response against it (as expressed in the narratives of African
American children).
It is also important to note that children’s narratives elucidated the children’s
understanding that they do not grow and develop unto themselves. Rather, fourth and
fifth grade children eloquently described the influences that their parents, teachers,
schools, and neighborhoods have on their developing perceptions of and real-life
intergroup friendships. In effect children described a complex ecology of development.
Contextual factors identified in these interviews are noted in detail in the fourth chapter
of this dissertation. Briefly, children described adults’ behaviors, the decisions adults
make for children, and the physical and psychological environments that adults help to
create for children as extremely important to their ideas of intergroup relationships and
racial attitudes. Both parents and teachers were noted for what they do to either improve
or discourage positive intergroup contact and intergroup friendship formation and
maintenance.
Children made connections between racial attitudes and perceptions of
interethnic/interracial friendships to the values shared by their parents (either explicitly or
implicitly). Only a few children speculated that parents verbalize or dictate their beliefs
about “other cultures” or “other races.” Most of the children talked about their parents’
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own friendships commenting on whether they included intergroup friends or only
intragroup friends. The fact that children observe, note, and verbalize the importance of
these parental friendships is most important.
Children also talked about how parents facilitate (or do not facilitate) intergroup
friendships by relating with parents of the children’s own intergroup friends, bringing
children to friends homes, who do not live in the same neighborhood, or by allowing
children to participate in extra-curricular activities in diverse settings. Clearly, children
understand the major influences that parents have on their friendships. These findings are
consistent with the literature on how parents affect children’s relationships (Ladd, 1992;
Ladd & Coleman, 1993).
Teachers featured prominently in children’s narratives on the influences adults
have on their intergroup friendships. First, all children, including those without
interethnic/interracial friends, explained that these relationships could be fostered by
working together in interethnic/interracial groups at school. Secondly, they noted that
teacher intervention during acts of racial prejudice would demonstrate that the teacher
cares about all children, thus, providing the necessary environment for these
relationships to be explored. Thirdly, teachers could create a supportive environment for
these friendships by talking about interethnic/interracial friendships, sharing their own
experiences with friendships, and by encouraging children of different ethnicities/races to
get to know one another through “buddy-systems”. Again, the factors identified by
students are consistent with findings in previous studies that identified the factors
associated with higher levels of optimal intergroup contact and/or cross-race friendships
in schools such the absence of ability grouping (see Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999, for
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review), the presence of intergroup collaborative learning teams (see Slavin & Cooper,
1999, for review) skilled teachers/facilitators, who can address incidents of ethnic/racial
discrimination and facilitate meaningful discussion on issues or race/ethnicity and racism
within intergroup learning teams(Cohen, 1984; Cohen & Roper, 1972; Cohen & Lotan,
1995), and the presence of intergroup extracurricular activities (Moody, 2001; Quiroz et
al., 1996). The factors identified by the children also confirm the necessary conditions for
optimal intergroup contact purported by contact theorist currently investigating
intergroup contact and intergroup friendships (see Pettigrew, 1998, for review).
Implications for Educators
As most educators will agree, more than cognitive and academic development
flourish as children participate in the learning-rich environments of schools. All domains
of development are facilitated in the school context. Teachers, school administrators, and
children's peers are all important influences in the lives of children both inside and
outside of the confines of the physical school building. Steinitz and Solomon (1986)
describe schools as “sites of identity”, places where children learn who they are in
relation to others, how others view them, and “what they can hope for” from society (p.
135). Schools are spaces in which children develop cognitively and academically,
physically, socially, emotionally, and morally; each of these domains inextricably linked
to the others. Ideally, in de-segregated schools, children have the potential to learn, play,
and cooperatively engage with children of diverse backgrounds. In multiethnic schools
children have the potential to learn what it is to live cooperatively in a multicultural
society. When supported and facilitated interethnic/interracial relationships can
contribute to children’s cultural competence, an important asset in an increasingly
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multicultural society as well as a decrease in negative racial attitudes and prejudice.
Hence, it is in the best interest of educators to prepare our schools to support positive
interethnic/interracial relationships among children.
As explained in this dissertation study, children’s narratives were replete with
discussions of what teachers and schools could do to support a multicultural climate,
interrupt institutional racism, create emotionally safe spaces for all children, and facilitate
intergroup friendships. Children provided solutions and a possible map for accomplishing
these goals. It seems apparent that children value their potential intergroup friendships
and would like help and support in creating and maintaining these relationships. If
educators wish to pay more than lip service to children’s overall wellbeing (including
their social-emotional development) and to the important goals of multicultural
education, much attention must be paid to creating classrooms, playgrounds, and after¬
school spaces in which children have ample opportunities to work collaboratively in wellfacilitated, multiethnic groups. Both the children interviewed in this sample and previous
research on decreasing prejudice in children reveal the necessity for thoughtful
programming and classroom instruction that may facilitate intergroup dialogue and
collaboration tor the ultimate goal of supporting meaningful interethnic/interracial
friendships.
Limitations and Future Directions
Though this study provided important new information on children’s perceptions
of interethnic/interracial friendships and a nascent understanding of how children,
themselves, experience these relationships, several limitations must be pointed out and
addressed in future research. The Perceptions of Intergroup Friendships Questionnaire
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should be improved. The overall design of the study should be altered. Future iterations
of study on this phenomenon should address the relationship between children’s
perceptions of intergroup friendships and their intergroup friendship behavior as well as
the relationship between intergroup friendships perceptions, racial attitudes and perceived
racial prejudice, discrimination and exclusion based on ethnicity/race.
First, the measure designed for this study appeared to capture children’s
perceptions of inter- and intra- ethnic/racial friendships. Yet, the measure was not
designed to compare these types of friendships. Viewed side by side mean scores on
children’s perceptions of these two types of friendships suggest that a new version of the
measure should be designed to assess and compare children’s attitudes on these differing
bonds. A new measure designed to compare children’s perceptions will add to our
understanding of children’s attitudes on this phenomenon.
Secondly, future research should include changes to the overall design of the
study. This researcher learned that cross-sectional studies comparing young children and
older children should include observations and teacher interviews. Kindergarten and first
grade children’s interviews were quite difficult. Though much important data were
obtained, data were insufficient to gain a comprehensive picture of the way young
children understand the phenomenon under study. Observations of young children as well
as interviews that ask children to express their perceptions through drawing or play and
drama have been found to be particularly successful in gamering important data from
young children, who are not as verbally expressive as older ones (Dunn, 2005; Veale,
2005). Thus, these techniques should be employed. Furthermore, the impact of teachers
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on the classroom climate is central in children’s narratives; thus, observations of teachers
as well as teacher interviews should be an integral part of future studies on this topic.
Thirdly, findings in this study revealed that differences in perceptions of
interethnic/interracial friends exist at different ages and between children of different
ethnic/racial backgrounds. Qualitative data further illustrated that these differences may
be a function of children s racial prejudice and/or in response to perceived racial
prejudice and exclusion. Thus, it is imperative that future studies examine the relationship
between children’s racial attitudes and interethnic/interracial friendship perceptions as
well as the relationship between the perceptions and experiences of discrimination and
interethnic/interracial friendship perceptions. Qualitative data obtained in this study
suggest that racial attitudes and perceptions of intergroup friendships are inextricably
linked. Hence future large-scale quantitative studies should be designed to employ
measures of racial attitudes, measures assessing children’s experiences of discrimination,
as well as a measure assessing intergroup perceptions.
In addition, studies should be conducted on the relationship between children’s
perceptions of intergroup friendships (attitudes) and their participation in these
relationships (behavior). Data obtained from this research leads this writer to conclude
that it is possible to hold positive perceptions of intergroup friendships and not participate
in them due to a lack of opportunity, experience, and skill necessary to negotiate these
relationships.
In addition, some children may value positive intergroup relationships as a
function of either their social-conventional or moral reasoning, and still not participate in
these relationships due to individual or contextual mitigating factors. Therefore, the
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conclusion that positive perceptions of these friendships would automatically lead to
children’s desire to and capacity to participate in them would be erroneous. Only more
research will reveal whether and how attitudes and behaviors are interrelated.
Finally, though it is important to understand how intergroup friendships are
understood by children and what factors influences these perceptions, the next—and most
important—studies should include intervention studies. Data obtained through this
research point to the fact that much could be done in classrooms and schools to support
better intergroup contact and intergroup friendship formation. Indeed, much of what
children revealed in interviews resonates with research findings on intergroup contact.
Children interviewed maintained that working together in groups would facilitate
intergroup communication and potential friendships. Thus, future studies on
interethnic/interracial perceptions of friendship and formation/maintenance of these
relationships should be developed. The efficacy of possible interventions related to
intergroup dialogue within ethnically/racially diverse collaborative groups as they pertain
to the amelioration of children’s perceptions of (and participation in)
interethnic/interracial friendships should be conducted.
Conclusion
This cross-sectional mixed-method study was designed to explore children’s
perceptions of interethnic and interracial friendships in a multiethnic school context to
contribute to a nascent understanding of these rare, beneficial, and culturally-relevant
relationships among children. Through the use of both a questionnaire and open-ended
interviews, children shared their attitudes, ideas, and insights on these relationships. Data
reveal that children construct an understanding of these friendships as a function of a
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complex developmental process encompassing individual and contextual factors ranging
from a child s cognitive capacities such as perspective taking, to their moral reasoning
abilities, racial attitudes, and the social experiences they have been afforded to participate
in these relationships. Many are the contextual factors that either support or mitigate the
potential intergroup friendships of children. Older children themselves understand their
intergroup friendship-making potential to be contextualized in a complex interconnected
system which includes family, school, neighborhood, and the societal values transmitted
through their interactions with these institutions.
Finally, this study represents the beginning of a new focus in the area of study on
friendship and intergroup relationships. Though neglected in the past, the study of
positive interethnic/interracial friendships of children is of great importance in an
increasingly global, multicultural, and multiethnic society. Children’s capacity to engage
in intergroup friendships will affect their social-emotional development and promote
cultural competence throughout the lifespan. For this reason, this area of study is one that
must be explored further by researchers and child practitioners who are truly invested in
children’s psychological wellbeing.
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APPENDIX A
PARENTAL CONSENT FORM
INFORMED CONSENT FORM

To The Parent(s) or Guardian(s) of_
My name is Cinzia Pica and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst. I am conducting dissertation research on children’s beliefs
and ideas of friendships, especially friendships in which children make friends with
children of different cultural backgrounds.
Research has demonstrated that children’s friendships lead to healthy social and
academic development. Children who experience meaningful relationships in school
become socially competent and experience their academic/school life more positively. In
multiethnic schools, children have the opportunity to create friendships with children of
different backgrounds, which is very important to their development in a multicultural
society. Unfortunately, there is not much research on this topic. Therefore, I propose to
interview children about their ideas of intercultural friendship to better understand what
children think about this topic.
There will be two parts to this research project. In the first stage of the project, children
will be asked to answer a short questionnaire, which will take approximately 10 minutes.
In the second stage of the project a few children will be asked to participate in lengthier,
more comprehensive interviews regarding how they experience and understand their
friendships.
Should you decide to allow your child to participate in this study, your child will be
asked to answer a short questionnaire, which will take approximately 10 minutes to
complete.
Then, if your child were selected for the longer interview, s/he would participate in a 2030 minute audio-taped interview to allow her/him to fully express his/her ideas on this
topic. These interviews will not interfere with your child’s instruction time as they will be
conducted during lunch, free time, or other times suggested by the teacher(s).
It is my experience as a counselor and as a researcher that most children find it
meaningful and interesting to be given the space to express their thoughts and insights to
an adult, who is carefully listening and genuinely interested in what they have to say. In
my view, children are the “experts” on the topic of children’s friendship. Therefore, I can
assure you that your child will have my undivided attention and interest when s/he is
informing me about her/his thoughts and feelings.
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I wish to create a safe and nurturing environment for your child to tell his/her story.
However, though most children have enjoyed telling their stories to me, some children
are very shy and experience embarrassment and negative emotions when participating in
an interview. Some children, especially those who have had negative experiences with
their peers, may experience emotional discomfort in talking about friendship. Therefore,
as you decide whether or not to allow your child to participate, think carefully about your
child and whether or not s/he would enjoy/benefit from sharing his/her thoughts and
feelings with me.
I would like to remind you that you are under no obligation to allow your child to
participate in this project; a decision not to allow your child to participate will not result
in any penalty. Your child’s participation is voluntary. If you agree to allow your child to
participate and change your mind, you may withdraw your child at any time. In addition,
to your approval, I will ask your child whether or not s/he wishes to participate. If s/he
changes his/her mind at any time during the interview or appears to be distressed, s/he
will be allowed to end the interview immediately without any penalty.
Most importantly, if you allow your child to participate her/his privacy will be protected
through anonymity in my writing and presentation of the findings. Your child’s name and
those of your family members will be known only to me and two research assistants.
Should any school personnel such as a teacher or principal request any information from
me, I will first speak with your regarding your decision on whether or not to share the
information.
To ensure confidentiality, your child’s name will not appear on any questionnaires or
reports. Rather, all of the children’s names will be kept on a separate roster than the one
used for interviewing; this second roster will use ID numbers assigned by me. In addition,
if your child is one of the children participating in the audio-taped interviews, his/her
name as well as any identifying information such as the name of the school, her/his
teacher, principal, etc. will be changed.
The results of these interviews will be included in my (Cinzia Pica’s) doctoral
dissertation, may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals for
publication, or presented at professional conferences. In addition, results may be shared
with the schools in order to help schools better support these friendships. Again, I would
like to remind you that results of the study will not include any information which would
identify your child/children. All identifying information such as names will be changed.
Compensation: There is no monetary compensation for participation in this project.
Limits of confidentiality: should your child disclose information regarding his/her intent
to harm herself/himself or others, I will not be able to maintain confidentiality. In the
eventuality that your child discloses information about her/his abuse by others, I will not
be able to maintain confidentiality.
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Lastly, by signing this form in section A you are agreeing to allow your child to answer
questions on a short questionnaire, which will take approximately 10 minutes. By signing
in section B, you are agreeing to allow your child to participate in a lengthier and more
comprehensive interview should s/he be asked to participate in this portion. You may
sign only section A or section A and section B.
If you wish to contact me with any questions or comments throughout this research
process and in the future, below is important contact information:
Cinzia Pica
767 Myrtle Avenue
Albany, NY 12208
518-275-2792
e-mail: cpica@educ.umass.edu

INFORMED CONSENT
Signatures

Section A: Completion of Short Questionnaire
I have read, understand and agree to the terms of this consent and allow my child to
participate:
Name of Child:

Signature of Parent or Guardian

Date

Signature of Researcher

Date

Section B: Participation in a Comprehensive Interview

Signature of Parent or Guardian

Date

Signature of Researcher

Date

***Please note: You will be given a signed copy of this consent form for your records.
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APPENDIX B
FOURTH/FIFTH GRADE CONSENT FORM

4lh and 5th Graders’ Informed Consent
Children’s Perceptions of Interethnic/Interracial Friendship
Doctoral Dissertation Research Study
Cinzia Pica, Doctoral Candidate, University of Massachusetts Amherst
Child Consent Form:
I am interested in children s friendships. For this project I will show you some pictures of
children and ask you some questions about friends and friendship.
All you have to do is look at the pictures and answer the questions. This is not a test.
This will take about 20 minutes.
If you decide you want to stop, you can tell me. I will bring you back to your class.
You will not be in trouble if you decide to stop.
If you understand what I said and you are interested in answering my questions, please
sign:

Child’s Name

Researcher_

Date
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APPENDIX C
KINDERGARTEN/FIRST GRADE ASSENT FORM

Kindergarten and 1st Graders’ Assent Form

Children’s Perceptions of Interethnic/Interracial Friendship
Doctoral Dissertation Research Study
Cinzia Pica, Doctoral Candidate, University of Massachusetts Amherst
Child’s Name:_
Child Assent Form:
Today I would like to ask you some questions about friends because I am interested in
what children think about friendship.
I will ask you to look at some pictures of children. I would like you to look at the pictures
and answer some questions. This is not a test so there are no wrong answers.
Your teacher already said you could talk to me.
Will you answer some questions for me?

Yes_No_

Researcher_

Date
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APPENDIX D
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION FORM
DEMOGRAPHICS INFORMATION SHEET
Dear parent(s) or guardian(s), thank you for allowing your child to participate in this
study of children s friendships. If you have signed the consent form, please fill out the
following questionnaire. If you do not feel comfortable answering some of the questions,
please do not answer those questions.

Your Child’s name:

Date of Birth:

Race/Ethnicity of your Child:

If your child is Biracial/Multiracial, what are her/his parents’ race/ethnicity?
Mother_
Father

Does your child receive a free lunch?

Yes

No

Does your child receive a reduced lunch?

Yes

No

Does your child take the bus to school?

Yes

No

Do you live in a rented home?

Yes

No

Do you own your own home?

Yes

No
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APPENDIX E
PERCEPTIONS OF INTERGROUP FRIENDSHIPS QUESTIONNAIRE

Based on Dimensions of Friendship in the MFQ (Aboud & Mendelson, 1996)
PARTI
Directions
After introducing yourself, say: 1 am going to ask you some questions about friends
because I am interested in what children think about friendship. This is not a test. There
are no wrong answers. I just want to know what you think. OK? Let’s get started.
Place all of the same gender figurines (match gender to participant’s gender) on the
table. Say: Take a moment to look at all these children. Allow the child 30 seconds to
familiarize her/himself with the figurines.
Say: Now I am going to ask you some questions about them.
Please circle the child’s response

Show child a Cross-Race Dyad
1. Sometimes children get worried or upset and other children help them feel better. Tell
me how much these two children help each other feel better when they are upset or
worried.
Emotional Security
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Cross-Race Dyad
2. These children tell each other the things that they are good at. It makes them feel good
when they tell each other they are good at something. Tell me how much these children
tell each other they are good at things.
Self-Validation
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends
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Just kids who hang out

Show Child Same-Race Dyad
3. Two children here share their secrets or private thoughts with each other. Tell me how
much these two children share their secrets.
Intimacy
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Same-Race Dyad
4. Sometimes children feel upset especially when they are in trouble. Show me how much
these two children help each other feel better when there is trouble.
Emotional Security
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Cross-Race Dyad
5. Sometimes children like each other, but they can’t see each other very much because
they don’t live in the same neighborhood. Tell me how much these two want to be
together and be friends even though they don’t see each other very much.
Reliable Alliance
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Cross-Race Dyad
6. Children enjoy being with other children with whom they enjoy to have fun. They are
glad to be together. Tell me how much these two enjoy spending time together.
A lot

Some

Companionship
Not at all

A little

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends
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Just kids who hang out

Show Child Same-Race Dyad
7. Sometimes children feel like what they do is not so good, like when they have a class
project or homework they don’t think they did well. Tell me how much these two
children can make each other feel better when one is not feeling good about her/himself.
Self- Validation
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Cross-Race Dyad
8. Sometimes children make each other feel that they can do things well. Sometimes they
encourage each other. Tell me how much these two encourage each other so that they can
feel that they can do things well.
Self-Validation
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Same-Race Dyad
9. Sometimes children like each other, but they can’t see each other very much because
they don’t live in the same neighborhood. Tell me how much these two want to be
together and be friends even though they don’t see each other very much.
Reliable Alliance
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Cross-Race Dyad
10. These children have to do a project together. They help each other when they need to
work hard to finish. Tell me how much these children help each other.
Help
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
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Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Same-Race Dyad
1 1. Sometimes children help each other finish school work. How much do these two
children help each other.
Help
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Same-Race Dyad
12. Some children laugh a lot when they are together. They have a good time when they
are around each other. Tell me how much fun these two children have when they are
together.
Companionship
A lot

Some

A little

None

Now, are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends

Just kids who hang out

Show Child Cross-Race Dyad
13. Sometimes children tell each other what they are thinking. These two children here
tell each other their thoughts. Tell me how much these two children share talk to each
other about their thoughts.
Intimacy
A lot

Some

A little

Not at all

Now are these 2 children
Best Friends

Good Friends

OK Friends
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Just kids who hang out

APPENDIX F
LIKERT SCALE PICTORIAL
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APPENDIX G
SAMPLE PHOTOGRAPHS
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